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Аннотация
Karl Adams is a new CIA officer undercover and immersed in Murmansk, Russia, as a Spanish graduate student at the local university. On a cold February night, while flying a drone, he takes video of a missile on a transporter erector launcher being loaded aboard a merchant ship. This could be a violation of the 1987 Intermediate-range Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty signed by Reagan and Gorbachev. Karl is recalled to America, but not for long. The Agency wants him to continue with his mission, which brings him to a tumultuous South American country. As the U.S. Navy tracks the Russian ship across the Atlantic, it soon becomes clear that a new Cold War could turn hot, bringing the two superpowers to the brink of war. With Karl being the son of legendary CIA officers Jake Adams and Toni Contardo, he definitely has the DNA to complete this mission. But in the cat and mouse spy game, nobody is safe.
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Author’s Note:

Karl Adams is the son of former CIA legends Toni Contardo and Jake Adams. The Man from Murmansk is Karl’s first major undercover CIA operation. I hope to write a couple of adventures in this series each year, while continuing my best-selling Jake Adams International Espionage Thriller Series. I hope you enjoy this new series. Thank you for reading my books.
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Murmansk, Russia
Lights from the city were obscured only by the smoke pouring from multiple red and white factory stacks, where the warm exhaust mixed with freezing air and brought with it a metallic odor of industry. Large cranes swiveled in the port below like massive robots picking up items from ships and placing them on rail cars, or containers stacking on the pier like Legos waiting to be put on the back of trucks. Or the other way around — moving from the pier or trains to the ships in a ballet of progress.
Karl Adams took his eyes off of his cell phone for a second to glance up into the cold, dark sky of this frigid city above the Arctic Circle, trying his best to see the drone he controlled with the small screen. There were too many obstacles, he thought.
“Do you see it?” Maya asked in Russian, nuzzling closer to Karl, her dark brown hair within inches of his nose, and the wolf fur fringe on her hood tickling his exposed neck.
He loved the smell of her hair. Whatever she used to wash it, she needed to continue, he thought.
“It is not possible,” Karl said, also in Russian. “Too dark.”
“Let’s go home and drink some more,” she said, her green eyes drifting up to him and her supple purple lips pursed in a pouty gesture that was too damn endearing to ignore.
“I just need a little more practice,” Karl said.
“Come on, Nico,” she implored him, her hand rubbing his arm and making it difficult to control the drone. “I will make it worth your effort.”
Maya called him Nico, short for Nicolas. Karl was in Murmansk as a Spanish citizen attending the State Technical University on a semester abroad program. But Nicolas Lobo was simply a legend developed for Karl by the CIA. Everything he owned here was Spanish, from his clothes to his phone to the drone flying overhead, which was an over-the-counter version carrying a video camera with infrared capability. When Karl saw something interesting, he could hit a record button and the streaming video would capture that sequence, uploading it to his phone and the cloud. But recently he was having a problem with the satellite uplink from his Spanish phone through the SAT phone he carried inside his thick leather jacket. The Agency was working on it. At least that’s what they told him. But Karl knew that satellite communications this far north, especially in the winter, were often affected by the same sun flares that brought beautiful, ethereal lights in the sky — The Arora Borealis.
The two of them stood in an isolated parking lot above the harbor. Ten minutes ago, just below them, a train had slowly moved along the waterfront before turning down a wide pier alongside a large ocean ship.
Karl turned the drone and made it vector out over the water. Then he swung it around in a wide arc toward the stern of the ship, where he memorized the name of the vessel — the Magadan.
“Let me give it a try,” Maya implored.
“Not now,” Karl said. “If it drops now I’ll never find it. Tomorrow we could go to the football field by campus and I will teach you how to fly.”
“Promise?”
“Of course, Maya.”
He checked the battery level and saw that the drone was nearly spent. Then he looked down at the ship and the train with his naked eye and saw the large crane attaching to something on the second train car. What the hell?
Karl moved the drone from behind the ship over the top of the train. He started to record as he slowly brought the black drone back his way. A red battery symbol started to blink on his cell phone screen telling him the juice was getting critically low.
“What does that red light mean?” she asked him.
“Losing power. I hope I have enough battery to get the drone back to me.”
Finally, he could hear the whir of the four rotors swishing through the cold February air.
“Good thing,” Maya said. “I’m cold and getting a little bored. Plus, I need a good drink. You promised we would have some fun tonight.”
True. But the Agency had other ideas, he thought. He was supposed to be here in Murmansk for one reason — to completely immerse himself in the Russian language and culture. It was a brilliant idea, Karl thought. If the CIA had sent him to Moscow to work out of the embassy or one of their front companies, the FSB or the SVR would have pegged him as a CIA officer and they would start a dossier on him. But here in the isolation of Murmansk Oblast, he was simply a Spanish exchange student named Nicolas Lobo learning about international economics. Which is where he had met Maya, in his first class at the university. He was so immersed, in fact, that he had not spoken English in months, sticking to Russian and the occasional outburst of Spanish during stressful times.
The whir of the drone got louder as Karl brought it in for a landing in the parking lot. The drone barely had enough power and had to be brought down quickly to the snowy surface. Karl shoved his control phone into his backpack and then went to pick up the drone, which was too big to fit in the backpack. As he walked back toward Maya, she took a picture of him with her phone.
“I told you I don’t like my photo taken,” Karl said. Now he would have to go into her phone again and delete the image. With his dark hair cropped shorter and perpetually mussed up in disarray, Karl could pass as Spanish or for nearly every other European, including Russian. He could blend in nearly anywhere and would not be remembered for any distinguishing features. He was handsome enough, but downplayed that by not concerning himself with appearance, wearing jeans, T-shirts and nothing with a symbol. Ten people would try to describe him and they would come up with ten different versions.
She showed him the image on her phone. “It didn’t turn out anyway. Too dark. I think you might be a vampire.”
Karl smiled and locked arms with Maya as they started walking back toward their apartment building on the edge of campus. Nearly everyone in their master’s degree program lived in the old five-story complex that looked like a massive gray brick pockmarked with windows — an uninspired reminder of Soviet central planning, where architects were given no allowance for creativity. Karl guessed their designs were fueled by vast quantities of vodka, with a large sprinkling of indifference.
After a couple of blocks, they crossed the street near the Murmansk Train Station. Karl had planned to fly the drone in the main city soccer stadium, but that had been locked up tight this evening. Of course, he knew this would be the case, which would force him to fly over the nearby harbor and Kola Bay, the nearly 60-kilometer fjord leading to the Barents Sea. More importantly, some 20 kilometers up the bay was the headquarters of Russia’s Northern Fleet, which housed countless nuclear-powered subs with Intercontinental Ballistic Missiles aboard. Karl had taken a number of trips north to Severomorsk to get a look at that fleet, but there wasn’t much he could see that the Agency, the Air Force, and other organizations couldn’t capture from satellite images. But Karl had a feeling something wasn’t right about what he had just seen and video recorded with his drone camera at the Murmansk harbor. He needed to get word to the Agency to take a look at his recordings, assuming they had saved properly.
Karl had been somewhat distracted crossing the street, but once they entered the park that led to their apartment building, the hairs on the back of his neck stood up. Part of that, he knew, was the fact that a car had stopped in front of the train station. But instead of going into the station, two men had gotten out of the old car in a hurry and started heading toward them.
He stopped and turned so he could still see the men coming their way over Maya’s shoulders. “Maya, why don’t you go directly to the bar,” Karl said. “I’ll bring my things to my apartment and meet you there.”
“I can go with you,” she said. “It’s a short walk.”
Grasping her sleeve, Karl said, “I’ll just bring this to the bar with me.” They cut through the three inches of fresh snow toward the bar a couple of blocks away.
Glancing back, Karl could see that the two men had split up. But where was the second man?
By now they had nearly gotten across the expansive park and Karl could see the bar down a side street ahead. He heard the threat before he saw any problem. Footsteps squeaked quicker in the snow from behind him.
Karl turned just in time to deflect the man dressed in dark wool clothing, dropping his drone in the process. The larger man slipped on the snow and fell to his back with a crash.
Maya let out a little flurry of swear words.
Swiveling around, Karl finally saw the second man, who had vectored around in front of them. This man, smaller than the first, rushed toward them now.
The first man got up and swung at Karl, who easily blocked the strike and snapped a punch into the man’s jaw. But the big guy just shook it off and came at Karl again with a series of punches.
Karl snapped a side kick and hit the man’s forward knee, buckling him until Karl caught the man with a hook behind his head and drew the guy’s face into Karl’s knee.
But then as Karl twisted to the next target, the second man was on him, hitting him hard in the side of his head. The only good thing was the wool cap Karl wore suppressed some of the power. Still, Karl was stunned, drifting backward, his backpack hanging from one arm. Karl threw the pack into the snow.
The second man took advantage of Karl’s blurry vision, hitting him with an American-style football tackle. The man landed on top of Karl and the two of them scuffled around in the snow. Karl wound up on top and landed a number of strikes to the man’s face, until he felt the sticky moisture that had to be blood.
Maya screamed and Karl turned to see her struggling with the larger man over the drone.
Karl said, “Let him have it.”
But Maya continued to pull on the drone, kicking the man in the shins with her leather boots. She swore at this man again. Finally, the large man let go and Maya fell onto her back in the snow, bringing a laugh from the big guy. Now she let go and the man picked up the drone, shuffling off through the snow and yelling that he got it over his shoulder.
The Russian below Karl gave a thrust and Karl fell to one side. Long enough for the smaller man to jump up and run away. But he also grabbed Karl’s backpack.
Maya got to her feet and yelled at the two men.
She was feisty, Karl thought as he got up and brushed off the snow from his jeans.
“They stole your drone and your backpack,” she said. “We should go after them.”
Karl shook his head. “No. They have a car across from the train station. They’ll be long gone.”
“But that has to be expensive,” Maya pled.
“It was a gift from my parents,” he said, sticking with his lie. “It didn’t cost that much.”
Maya considered this and said, “What else was in your backpack?”
Almost nothing, he thought. “My phone,” he said. “But I can get another. It’s not worth dying over. Are you hurt?”
She shook her head. “No. Are you?”
He rubbed the left side of his head. “I’ll have a bump for a while. But I’ll live. Nothing a few beers won’t fix.”
Maya nuzzled closer and kissed him on the lips. “Nico, we deserve something stronger than beer. It’s a cold vodka night.”
Karl couldn’t argue with her. “You talked me into it.”
She smiled. “And then you make love to me.”
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Karl and Maya had spent a few hours drinking at their local bar, getting more than a little inebriated. Vodka wasn’t his favorite unless it was mixed with something more palatable. While Maya took a bathroom break, he pulled out his Agency SAT phone and sent a quick encrypted text, saying he had lost the drone and his other phone. He was asking for confirmation that they had gotten his video. But he knew it would take a while for a response. After all, he was not officially on any mission, other than immersing himself in Russian language and culture. Drinking a lot of vodka and getting in a fight with a couple of douche bags in a snowy park above the Arctic Circle checked those boxes.
Karl’s dad had told him to never believe in coincidences, especially when it came to the spy game. Those two men who had fought him over a drone and a backpack were not just random assholes. They were Russian intelligence assholes. Probably FSB or GRU. Somehow, they had observed him flying the drone over the rail car and the ship and then tracked them down. He wasn’t sure how they had done so, but that had to be the truth. Karl wasn’t really concerned about what they would find on the phone or the drone. The phone was highly encrypted. Even if the Russians could somehow break the security on the phone, they would find nothing of importance. The videos simply flowed through that phone to his Agency SAT phone and then to a CIA server, assuming the uplink had worked. But his father, the legendary former spy, Jake Adams, had also told him to always keep a CYA backup. At least with unclassified data, which he had to believe his video was still, since he was the one who had taken it and his bosses at the CIA had not yet classified it. What else could the Russians find on his phone? His phone log, perhaps. But those only included texts and a few calls to Maya. Maybe a couple of calls to non-existent parents in Spain.
Maya came back from the bathroom and smiled at him. She reached out her hand and Karl took it. “Let’s go. You promised me something.”
It was after midnight by the time the two of them reached their apartment building a few blocks from the bar. Since it was Friday night, they didn’t have to worry about getting up for classes in the morning. Maya lived on the third level and Karl on the second, so they decided to go to his place this time.
When Karl went to open the door, he noticed the dead bolt lock looked scratched. He hesitated and considered his options. Having no gun, he had to react like any other college student would. So, he swung the door open and flipped the light switch.
His placed was trashed.
“What the hell,” Maya said, moving into the living room. Then she began to spout off every Russian swear word imaginable. And some that Karl had never heard before.
Karl quickly went to his bedroom and the bathroom, clearing the small apartment and confirming that the Russian officers were no longer there. He wandered back into the living room.
“What did they take?” she asked, glancing about the apartment.
“My laptop,” he said, and then realized he should be more pissed off, so he also went on a contrived rant for a few moments, practicing his Russian vocabulary. To make it even more real, he switched to what Maya thought was his native language, Spanish, and familiarized her with a number of choice phrases in that language.
Finally, Karl slumped into his small sofa covered with a blanket to hide holes and stains.
Maya sat next to him and kissed him on the cheek. “I’m sorry, Nico. Russians can be real assholes.”
“Not just Russians,” he reminded her.
“Do you think this had something to do with the men in the park?” she asked.
He hesitated to consider his words and the language he would use. Nothing good would come from scaring her. “I don’t know, Maya.” He thought about what else might be in the backpack, and realized he had made a huge tactical error. “There was a receipt from the college with this address on it. They must have found that and decided to see what else they could steal from me.”
“This is crazy. We must report it to the police.”
Karl shook his head. “It will do no good. It was just an old laptop. I can’t even write my school papers with it, since the keyboard is not set up for Russian.”
She glanced at the small desk across the room. “They left the keyboard.”
“Yes, I saw that.” Karl had purchased a cheap Russian keyboard when he got to Murmansk, which he plugged into one of the laptop USB ports.
“What was on the laptop?”
“All my school work since September,” he said. “But I backed up everything on a jump drive and to the cloud.”
“Still, that’s a stupid thing to steal a student’s laptop.”
Now he had to wonder if he had been burned in Murmansk. The Agency would decide that for him, he guessed. But why? He had not even had a chance to see what he had recorded with the drone.
Finally, Karl said, “I can replace everything. They were just things, Maya.”
“Does your family have money?” she asked.
His legend had him coming from modest means, since it would be too easy to find the affluent Spaniards. “Not really,” he said. “But that’s why God made credit cards.”
“My family is not rich either,” she divulged.
They had not really discussed their families much since meeting. Their conversations had been mostly about school and world economic policy. And, of course, personal likes and dislikes, including sex. He could have a PhD in the discovery of her body, which was nearly flawless as far as he could tell. She was a natural beauty. When he first saw her green eyes, he asked if they were contact lenses. She had been offended somewhat, until she simply asked him if he plucked his eyebrows. He didn’t. Checkmate. Her breasts were not huge, but well-proportioned for her five-foot six-inch frame. And he liked the way they curved up like little ski jumps. Her small nose did the same thing, giving her the appearance of a Scandinavian. Which made sense, considering her family was from just across the water in St. Petersburg.
There was something about danger that made them both amorous if not simply lustful. They quickly found their way to the bedroom and made love hastily, as if this was the last time they would be together — which could have been true, since the Agency could pull him out in the morning.
When they were done, and Maya had fallen asleep naked in his bed, Karl got up, slipped on his underwear, and found his Agency SAT phone in his jacket pocket.
Crap. He had missed a message. The Agency had not gotten the video.
Karl opened the encrypted folder with his videos and clicked onto the first one, which showed the rear end of the ship, the Magadan, in the Murmansk harbor. Unfortunately, the video quality wasn’t that great. Part of that was the crappy over-the-counter camera on the drone, but the atmospheric conditions also contributed, with the darkness and the haze caused by factory smoke stacks and wood burning houses here in the Arctic north. He clicked on the second video, the one that was more important. This was the money shot. The lights from the ship and the pier gave him a better video quality. This showed the crane lifting military equipment from the train car onto the ship.
“Holy shit,” he whispered in English. This was the first time he had spoken his native language since September.
The crane was lifting what had to be a mobile missile launcher. Worse yet, he thought, was the fact that these had to be nuclear weapons.
He quickly sent them to his contact at the Agency and waited for a response.
Ten minutes later he got a simple question. ‘How is school?’ But this came in Spanish.
In other words, give them a status update. He also typed in Spanish that he had been mugged and his apartment had been trashed. He would have to buy a new drone, phone and laptop.
Five minutes later came the worst possible response. ‘Come home.’
Crap. He was being recalled. They thought he was burned.
‘The semester has not ended,’ Karl texted.
‘Your mother is sick.’
Yep. They thought he was compromised. Karl acknowledged with a simple one-word response. The ‘mother is sick’ phrase meant he needed to get out ASAP, traveling a predesignated route.
Karl sat on the sofa and thought about what had gone wrong that evening. He could wrap his mind around that later. Now he just needed to prepare to leave Murmansk. What would he tell Maya? Perhaps his father had been right. It was almost impossible to have any kind of lasting relationships in this game.
Langley, Virginia, CIA Headquarters
The Sensitive Compartmented Information Facility, or SCIF, was a small sound-proof room with no personal electronic communications allowed. This SCIF contained an operations team that analyzed incoming data on various missions worldwide. The Director of Operations leaned back in a swivel chair like a Star Trek captain viewing a massive monitor that filled most of the wall. Most lower-level operations didn’t rise to his level unless an analyst considered a finding had major geopolitical significance. Sherman Swanson was a career CIA officer, having risen through the ranks during the post-Cold War era. Because of his experience, analysts knew not to try to bullshit him. If Sherm was called down from his office, either someone had to be dead or the globe was about to be on fire. He was a professorial type with disheveled silver speckled hair and thick glasses that were always in need of a cleaning.
Also in the room were a Russian analyst, Roddy Erikson, a short skinny man who had recently completed the first hack at the incoming video, along with an expert on foreign military weapons. The director wanted to keep this information compartmentalized to as few people as possible. At least for now.
“Run the video,” Swanson said.
The Russian analyst clicked the remote and a video from a drone showed what appeared to be the stern of an ocean vessel of some kind.
“Why do I care?” Sherm Swanson yawned and twirled his hand, meaning to proceed.
The analyst clicked to the next video. This one was better quality. More light and much more clear.
“Pause, Roddy,” Swanson ordered.
By the time Roddy paused the video, the crane had already lifted the mobile launcher from the railroad car and was midway to the ship.
Swanson rose from his chair and took a step toward the screen, shoving his glasses higher on his nose. “What the hell.”
“I figured this might be important, sir,” the Russian analyst said.
Glancing to the military expert, Swanson asked, “What do you think, Bob?”
“It’s hard to be certain because of the lighting,” the weapons man said.
“Speculate.”
“I’ll have to verify the size based on the length of the standard Russian railroad car and the crane. But If you’re putting me on the spot, I’d have to say that’s an SS-20 Saber.”
“That’s impossible,” Swanson said.
The Russian analyst looked confused.
Bob, the military expert, said, “The SS-20 was supposed to have been destroyed under the INF Treaty signed in Eighty-Seven by Reagan and Gorbachev.”
“We must be sure,” Swanson said. “Could this just be a static display they’re moving?”
“Doubtful,” Bob said. “That’s a transporter erector launcher, and it appears to be an operational missile.”
“Which means the Russians are in violation of the INF Treaty,” Swanson concluded.
“Not necessarily,” the military analyst said. “We’ve heard rumors of a new SS-20 Saber with a new solid fuel rocket with a range of more than four thousand miles.”
“What was the old range?”
“About thirty-four hundred. Now, the Russians have the Topol-M or SS-27, with a range of about sixty-eight hundred miles. But that’s a lot bigger than what you have in Murmansk. The Russians might have simply modified the SS-20, boosting the range out of that prescribed by the INF Treaty.”
That’s what the Director of Operations was thinking. But why? And where were they transporting the missile? “Where did we get the video?”
The Russian analyst cleared his throat and said, “A new officer assigned to Murmansk for immersion training at the university.”
“They’re not supposed to do any direct mission work,” Swanson instructed.
“I understand, sir,” Roddy said sheepishly. “But this one is a special case. This man worked extensively with Army Intelligence before he was recruited directly by the former DCI.” The Russian analyst clicked his remote and an image of a man in his mid-twenties appeared on the screen. He was a handsome man with a strong jaw and intense eyes. The man had a smirk on his face, as if he knew far more than anyone would expect.
“I met him,” Swanson said. “He graduated first in his class more than a year ago. He’s the son of Jake Adams and Toni Contardo.”
“Yes, sir. Karl Adams.”
Swanson took off his glasses and tried to clean them with the bottom of his shirt, giving him time to think. Finally, he put the glasses back on and said, “From what I hear, he might be better than either of them, and they were legends in the Agency.”
“Plus, he’s a polyglot,” the Russian analyst said.
“Which languages?”
“Not sure, sir. In formal training in high school and college he learned Spanish and Russian. The Army also sent him to Russian at DLI in Monterey. We sent him on a refresher course, but the instructors released him early, calling him a native speaker. His immersion is required but probably not necessary.”
“What other languages?”
“Italian, French and Portuguese. But I hear he also knows Romanian and can get by in Czech and Ukrainian.”
“What? No Belarusian?”
“Sorry, I missed that one, sir.”
“I was kidding.” Swanson shook his head. He barely got by with his French and English, and couldn’t understand those who could know so many languages. “I see why you used him. I heard how he helped us in the Baltics not so long ago.”
“Yes, sir. He was in Vilnius when his father was shot. That’s when Mister Jenkins recruited him.”
Swanson sat back in the swivel chair and smiled. “I knew his mother better than his father. She was a fine woman. A great officer. But the father has always been a bit of a rogue.”
“When I was assigned to handle Karl, I tried to background Jake Adams,” the Russian analyst said. “But most of his file is still classified. For a man retired, he sure seems to get pulled back in to work with the Agency a lot.”
Swanson smiled again. “Back in the day, Kurt Jenkins worked for Jake Adams. Adams trained him. Literally saved his life. So, they had history.”
The Russian analyst nodded his head before saying, “I’ve had to recall Karl Adams from his immersion.”
“Why?”
Clicking back to the video, the analyst said, “Two men confronted Adams and a girl in a park near the train station. They got into a bit of a scuffle and the men stole the drone and Karl’s backpack, which included his cell phone.”
“Not the SAT cell.”
“No, sir. Adams was immersed as a Spanish exchange student. He had a Spanish version phone. But it was scrubbed except for a few texts and the recent call history.”
Swanson considered this and finally said, “It was smart to recall him. Who do you think nabbed the drone?”
The analyst cleared his throat. “If I had to guess, I’d say either the FSB or the GRU.”
“I’m thinking the GRU,” Swanson surmised, “since this is a military operation.”
“Good point.”
“Where is the ship?”
“The Magadan is working its way down the Kola Bay toward the Barents Sea.”
“Did any vessels leave their Northern Fleet base at Severomorsk?”
“We’ll have to check on that, sir.”
“All right. Keep me informed.”
“What do we do with Adams? He was scheduled to stay there a few more months.”
“You think his immersion is complete, right?”
The Russian analyst nodded.
“Where was he scheduled to be assigned?”
“We didn’t have a follow-on assignment ready. But probably either Moscow or St. Petersburg.”
“Let me sleep on that.” Swanson left the two analysts and went back toward his office. He had to play this one right. He had a feeling that the DCI had something lined up for this rising star. Which was why he hated legacy officers. They came in with a natural advantage. Privileged bastards.

3

Murmansk, Russia
The next morning, Karl Adams and his friend Maya went out for coffee and a scone down the block. Being Saturday morning, they agreed to meet up later that day to eat a proper meal.
“I have to get a new phone,” Karl said.
“And a laptop,” Maya reminded him.
“That will have to wait,” he said. “I must have one with a Spanish keyboard and software.”
She nodded understanding and then put her hand on the side of Karl’s head. “The bump has gone down.”
Truthfully, he had forgotten about the blow he had taken the night before. He felt the bump and it gave him very little pain. “I’ll live.”
Maya smiled. “I think you might have snapped that man’s knee. Where did you learn to fight like that?”
“I had an uncle in Madrid who taught me some moves,” he lied.
“It really turned me on,” she said, her green eyes drifting below his belt.
“I noticed last night,” he said. “You seemed to be a bit of a maniac yourself.”
“I was mad. I hate thieves.”
He hated to hold back the fact that those men were more than just thieves, but that was the nature of the game. She would never know the true nature of what he did for a living.
Karl got up. “I should get my new phone and make sure the company disables the old one. For all I know, those men have been calling everyone they can think of on my Rubles.”
Maya got up and gave him a big hug, following that up with a kiss on both cheeks and a prolonged kiss on the lips. “Come and pick me up at noon and we will have lunch.”
He smiled and nodded agreement. Outside in the frigid morning air, he watched her walk down the sidewalk toward their apartment building. He would miss that fine butt, he thought. In reality, he would miss just everything about Maya.
* * *
Instead of going to get a new phone, which he didn’t need, Karl eventually went back to his apartment and gathered his small duffle carry-on bag with the clothes he wanted to keep. The rest he would have to leave behind.
He had set up his flight out of Murmansk and was scheduled to leave that evening. But he was still a bit disturbed by the events of the previous night. How had those men found him with the drone in the park? Or was he just a victim of circumstances? The two men could have simply saw him crossing the road with the drone and decided to steal it from him. Right. And he was in Murmansk to learn international economics.
Karl left his apartment and went to the trash room at the end of his hallway. Then he took out his phone and considered making a call for guidance. He hesitated, thinking about what his father would have done in this situation. What about his mother? Reluctantly, he punched in a long sequence of numbers and waited. Just as he was about to cut the call short, his phone clicked and he waited. Then there was a sound like the ocean crashing against rocks.
Finally, a familiar voice said, “How the hell did you get this number?”
“Jake, it’s Karl.”
The man on the other end laughed and then said, “You know you can call me dad or pops or father or some shit.”
“I know.”
Hesitation from both ends.
His dad then said, “What’s up? How’s Murmansk?”
“Cold and snowy. Wait. How the hell did you know?”
“You’re calling me on a secure Agency SAT phone to my even more secure SAT phone,” Jake said. “Mine tells me your exact location. And I see you’re on the beautiful Russian Arctic Riviera.” His father hesitated and then said, “Besides, you don’t think my contacts won’t keep me informed as to where my son is assigned?”
Good point. Karl knew his dad was dialed in, but he had no idea of just what kind of pull he had in the Agency. “Understand. I’ve got a bit of a conundrum.” He briefly told his father about the other evening and waited for a response.
“Who’s the girl?” Jake asked.
“Just another grad student at the university.”
“If you say so.” He paused and only the ocean could be heard for a moment. Then Jake said, “The two guys are GRU.”
“Are you sure?”
“Pretty sure. That’s their MO. They’ve always been heavy-fisted and without finesse. The KGB, or FSB or SVR now, would have probably followed you back to your apartment and taken you out there.”
“Killed me?”
“No. Not right away. They’d haul you in and interrogate you first. See what you know.”
“How would they know my affiliation?”
“They wouldn’t need to know it. They would get that from you.”
“I wouldn’t talk.”
“Everyone talks, Karl. The key is to feed them so much bullshit that they won’t be able to discern the truth if it happens to slip out. They tortured me for more than two weeks in the eighties in a Draconian prison. I held out for a requisite time before starting to fill them with crap. I think they finally let me go because they were sick of my lies. I was lucky they didn’t just kill me or disappear me.”
“I never heard that story,” Karl said.
“I’ve never had the time to tell you a lot of stories,” his father said. “Where are you now?”
“About to bug out.”
“I hope you’re not at your apartment. If so, cut this call off now and get the hell out. The GRU could have bugged your place last night when they trashed the place.”
Crap. Karl hadn’t thought about that. “I’m in the trash room down the hall.”
“If they didn’t get the video, they’ll be back to get it from you.”
“The video wasn’t on the phone.”
“Then you need to hide somewhere until your flight.”
“Okay. Thanks. By the way, is that the ocean?”
“Yeah. I’m in shorts and a T-shirt in the Azores. Envy now, my son.”
With that, his father hung up.
Karl felt better after talking with his dad. He shoved his phone into his pocket and started out the door. But he stopped in his tracks when he saw two men at his door down the corridor, so he scooted back inside the trash room. He couldn’t be sure, but the two had to be the same GRU officers who had confronted him the night before.
Now what?
He peered around the door again and just caught a glimpse of the two men entering his apartment. Seizing the moment, he slipped out the door and rushed down the stairwell on the end of the building.
Once he got to the ground floor, he moved casually out onto the sidewalk, his bag over his shoulder, and didn’t look back. At the first main crossroad, he got onto a trolleybus heading toward downtown. Finally, he looked back toward his apartment building down the block and saw the two men back out on the street. He would have to ride around the city until his flight later than evening.
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Barents Sea
The Russian commercial cargo ship Magadan cruised slowly out into the open water of the Barents Sea, heading North Northwest.
An imposing figure dressed in a heavy wool peacoat or bushlot, his head covered with a wolf fur hat, leaned against a bulkhead with a view of the icy ocean ahead, smoke from a cigarette mixing with the steam from his breath. By now the sun was setting over meter-high waves. Only the lights of the icebreaker in front of them could be seen, and just barely through the foggy night. He thought about what was ahead, knowing the northernmost tip of Norway was somewhere out in the distance.
Dmitri Vladimirovich Samsonov was officially the third in command of this commercial cargo ship, but unofficially he was still a lieutenant colonel in the Russian GRU, the main intelligence agency of the Russian Federation. Yet, even the captain of the ship didn’t know this fact. Samsonov had worked his way up the ranks in the GRU Spetsnaz, before transferring into the clandestine directorate as a young captain.
He lit a second cigarette from his first and brought the tip to a bright orange just as the hatch opened and the first officer came up to Samsonov.
“Could I get one of those, Dmitri?” the first officer asked.
Samsonov found the nearly empty pack inside his jacket and flipped it up, exposing a couple cigarettes. The first officer took one and accepted a light of the end of his cigarette. Then the two of them leaned back against the metal bulkhead, trying to hide slightly from the cold sea air.
“It will be nice to get out of this cold Arctic,” the first officer said.
Samsonov lifted his chin. He had been briefed on this man’s background, and had considered having him replaced before taking on the cargo. But there had been no time to bring in a replacement.
“Why did you want to talk with me?”
Taking in a long draw on his cigarette and holding the smoke before sending it up into a stream at his immediate superior, Samsonov chose his words carefully. “When we brought the cargo aboard in Murmansk, you seemed a bit disturbed.”
“I expressed my concern to the captain,” the first officer said.
“I was told you worked with Strategic Missiles in your youth.” His intense eyes shifted through the smoke of his cold breath and his cigarette, landing squarely on the first officer’s expression.
“Yes. Fiftieth Rocket Army. The Twenty-Ninth Guards. Why?”
“Then you know about the cargo.”
“Yes, but I do not understand.”
“It’s not your job to understand, Comrade Pushkin.”
The first officer finished the last of his cigarette and flicked the butt into the ocean. “What are you getting at, Dmitri?”
Samsonov shrugged as he also finished his cigarette and disposed of it over the rail, into the dark abyss of the Arctic waters.
“You told Captain Drugov you would issue a formal complaint to Moscow.”
Before speaking, the first officer finally seemed to get the idea that Dmitri Vladimirovich Samsonov might have been his junior officer, but he seemed to have more authority aboard this ship. Finally, he said, “We are heading to the island nation of Sao Tome and Principe off the central African coast with mostly oil drilling equipment. What does this have to do with a mobile nuclear missile?”
Samsonov smiled and pointed to the bow of the ship. “It is our job to simply drive and follow orders. Do you know how to do that?”
“I am your superior officer,” the first officer reminded him.
The GRU officer was prepared for this, which is why he had chosen this spot for his meeting. There were cameras and other crew members elsewhere on the ship. But this area on the port stern was out of view from any wandering eyes. He moved closer to the first officer and the man seemed to sense that something was wrong. Yet, it was too late. Samsonov grasped the back of the first officer’s collar and pulled him backward, quickly putting the man into a sleeper hold.
Then the GRU officer whispered into the man’s ear, “To you I might be Second Officer in Navigation. But my real rank is lieutenant colonel in the GRU.”
Now the first officer struggled harder in Samsonov’s strong hold. But soon the man started to fall asleep, his protests and struggle diminishing in a spasm of regret.
Once the body became completely limp, the GRU officer dragged the smaller man to the rail and hoisted the body over the top. Then he lifted the man’s legs and flung him into the darkness. With the wind and waves, not even a splash was heard.
Samsonov straightened his peacoat and instinctively brushed his sleeves, as if he were removing the potential remaining odor of the man who had been the first officer of this ship from existence. Now, he thought not of the fate of that man in the frigid waters of the Barents Sea, but of his mission going forward. He would be made first officer, naturally. More importantly, if Captain Drugov had any concerns about the cargo, he too could find his watery grave.
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Murmansk, Russia
Karl Adams traveled throughout the city all day, moving mostly by trolleybus and on foot. The GRU knew his name, or at least who they thought he was, so he had been required to reconsider his flight plans. First, he swapped out his Spanish passport and driver’s license and credit card with the name Nicolas Lobo, and replaced that with everything Russian under the name Nikolai Krupin. But he held onto his Spanish documents, placing them in a hidden pocket inside his duffle bag. Once he had his Russian persona now in the forefront, he went online at a cybercafé to book a one-way flight to Helsinki using his Russian credit card. From Finland, he would decide his route back to the States. But first he needed to lose the GRU officers.
Before he left, though, he needed to say goodbye to Maya Volkova. In theory, he probably shouldn’t do it. What if the GRU pulled her in for questioning, though? It would be better for her to speak with authority on his Spanish background.
Now, he sat at a coffee shop a block from a trolleybus stop on the southern edge of the city center. From here Karl could pick up a taxi that would take him 15 miles south to the Murmansk airport. Karl had called Maya using a pay phone to her cell phone, telling her where to meet him. He had intentionally sounded subdued and morose during the call. No need to scare her.
He checked his watch as the next trolleybus came down the road, thinking she might be on this one. When it stopped, he saw Maya get off and gaze down the street before crossing between traffic. She was wearing her tall boots to just below her knees, with her jeans tucked inside. She shoved her hands into the pockets of her parka and smiled when she saw Karl inside the coffee shop.
Karl got up and gave her a long hug, but his eyes scanned outside over her shoulders for any sign that she had been tailed. Now they kissed on each cheek before a longer one on the lips.
He turned to the young waitress who had gotten his first coffee and told her to bring two more.
“I assume you want coffee,” Karl said, taking a seat with a view of the street.
Maya sat with her back to the window and said, “Of course. But I would really like vodka or a beer.”
Karl hesitated, remembering what he had planned while traveling around the city. “So, I got my new phone. Good thing, too, since my mother called me and said she was very sick.” His legend had his father already dead, and Karl with no siblings.
“I’m so sorry,” Maya said. “Will she be all right?”
“I don’t know. It’s cancer of some type, but she would not discuss it over the phone. I must go home.”
“Are you sure?”
“Positive. She told me to stay here, but I know her. She would not have called if it was not serious.”
Maya placed her hand on his. “You go to your mother. She is all that you have now.”
He nodded agreement with as much introspection as he could muster for this lie.
The waitress set down two small coffees on the table and Karl thanked her before she went away.
He struggled with this next part. But he knew that Maya should know what had happened at his apartment. “Those men from last night came back to my apartment this morning.”
Maya gave him a confused glance, biting her lower lip. “What? Why?”
“I don’t know. I was dumping my trash and saw them go into my apartment.”
“Maybe they were police and were there to tell you about your sick mother.”
Karl held back a smile to his best ability. “No. I think they were there for other reasons.”
“What more could they take from you?”
He hunched his shoulders. “Right. Everything I have now is on me or in my little backpack of clothes.” Peering outside, he could see that the lighting was changing to a golden sepia hue as the sun lowered to the horizon.
Feeling the small coffee glass, he realized it wasn’t that warm. He took it all down in a few short gulps.
“I’m sorry, Maya,” Karl said.
“You will come back to finish the semester, right?”
“I hope so,” he said, even though he knew his time in Murmansk was likely over — especially after coming under the scrutiny of the GRU or the FSB.
She squeezed his hand and a tear formed in her right eye before streaking down her cheek. “I will miss you, Nico.”
“We will see each other again,” he said. “I just need to see my mother and assess her illness. But I must go now.”
“May I go to the airport with you?” she begged.
“No. I will go right into security. We should say goodbye here.” He pulled out enough money to pay for the coffee and then stood up.
She hugged him with more strength than ever in the past and would not let go.
He kissed her on the forehead and then wiped tears from her cheeks. Then he picked up his bag from the floor and left Maya in the coffee shop.
Finding the first taxi, Karl got in and told the driver to take him to the airport. Glancing across the street, he saw Maya out on the sidewalk waving one last time at him.
Then, through the corner of his eye, he noticed the dark sedan pull away from the curb and followed them.
How in the hell had they found him? He had used cash and traveled throughout the city without using anything traceable.
Now he needed to change his flight plans again. If these men followed him into the terminal they could simply detain him and interrogate him. In doing so, they would also discover his Spanish credentials. He would have to burn one of his personas now. But which one? Eventually, he guessed, he would need his Russian identity more than his Spanish one, since that’s why the Agency had sent him to Russia in the first place for immersion.
Yet, if he went to the airport and used his Spanish identification, these GRU officers probably had already flagged his travel under that name. After all, they already knew who he was based on his Spanish phone and his apartment in Murmansk. He was studying here under a visa through the Russian government.
Karl had made a huge tactical error getting caught with the drone. He had no choice now but to claw his way out of the hole he had dug for himself.
He kept track of the car behind him, verifying they were following him, by glancing back through his phone camera. He even took a couple of photos, which didn’t show much, considering the car kept its distance.
Once they got to the road leading to the airport, the men behind him had to know he was leaving Murmansk. They moved in a little closer now.
Karl watched the taxi meter click away and he had enough money to hand the driver, without leaving too much for a tip. Russians were notoriously small tippers, and that’s what he was pretending to be now.
When the taxi driver pulled up to the departures area, Karl handed the driver money and rushed out the right back door. Without actually looking, he caught the men tailing him through the reflection in the windows. It was the same two men from who had confronted him in the park the night before. The older man was still limping slightly from when Karl had snapped his knee with a kick.
Since Karl had printed his boarding pass, he went right to the security area. With his Russian passport, he breezed through without a problem.
As he rounded a corner, he saw the GRU officers showing their credentials to the security officers. Yep, that confirmed it. They were either FSB or GRU.
Karl quickened his pace, heading toward the gate for the flight he had booked under the Spanish passport. Before the Russian officers rounded the corner, Karl ducked into a small business area with computers and private cubicles. Crouching down, he pulled off his heavy leather jacket and set it aside. Then he found a dark brown hoodie in his duffle bag and put that on, zipping it up to cover his black shirt. Now he found a wool watch cap and put it on his head. He topped off his new look with a pair of black glasses with fake clear lenses. His only problem was his black duffle bag. No way around that, he thought.
He peered over the top of the cubicle and saw the two Russian officers strolling down the concourse toward the Spanish flight he was supposed to be on. Once they got down a distance, Karl got up and went back out to the concourse, turned right and went in the opposite direction. Checking his watch, he realized he needed to hurry. Although the flight he had booked under Nicolas Lobo still had about an hour to depart for St. Petersburg, the flight to Helsinki under Nikolai Krupin was currently boarding.
At the gate, Karl glanced down the concourse, but the Russian officers were nowhere to be seen. He barely made the flight. The door to the gate was closed behind him.
He settled into the half-empty flight and waited impatiently for the plane to depart. Hopefully, he had lost the men.
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Moscow, Russia
The Kremlin
Anton Zima, the first Russian president to rise through the ranks during the new Russian era after the collapse of the Soviet Union, was a tall, slim man with a wisp of red hair attempting to cover an otherwise bald head. Zima had risen through the Russian Army in the missile forces before his extended years with the GRU, where he retired as a colonel. From that retirement, he rose quickly in politics. His election as president recently surprised the world, and perhaps even himself.
Now, Zima had set up a meeting with a couple of operatives he had worked with as a GRU directorate chief. These officers of Sluzhba Vneshney Razvedki, or SVR, had proven themselves to Zima, and he rewarded both competence and loyalty. But even The First Deputy Director of the SVR, the Foreign Intelligence Service of the Russian Federation, was not present at this meeting. Zima wasn’t sure if he could trust the director yet.
Instead, Zima had summoned senior officer, Sergei Zubov, and his younger partner, Polina Kotova, to meet with him in his secure office.
Sergei was a short, stocky man with a flattop of indistinguishable white/silver hair. Polina stood nearly five inches taller than her partner, and had the body of a volleyball player, with strong shoulders and Nordic blonde hair. Zima had a thing for the female officer, but knew his wife would cut off his balls in his sleep if he did anything more than admire her from afar.
Zima waved his hands for his two officers to take seats in the plush leather chairs in front of his own cherry desk.
“I understand you have an update,” Zima said.
Sergei took the lead. “Yes, sir. The ship has departed Murmansk.”
Zima already knew this. He was tracking the Magadan by GPS on his laptop. “Continue.”
“There was a problem on the ship with the first officer,” Sergei said.
Now Zima couldn’t help himself. “Yes, I heard the man decided he didn’t want to leave the Barents Sea.” He smiled knowingly, making sure his officers knew that he had sources everywhere.
Sergei nodded agreement, his gaze shifting momentarily to his younger associate and then back to the president. “But we are investigating another problem.”
Swiveling in his chair back and forth, Zima suddenly stopped. “Go on.”
“Our friends in the GRU caught a man last night flying a small drone over the ship at an inopportune moment.”
“I hope they confiscated this drone,” the president said.
“Yes, sir. But the video was recorded to a cell phone.”
“Tell me they also got the cell phone,” Zima said.
Sergei turned to his young associate for this answer.
Polina Kotova said, “The video recorded to the cell phone and we believe it was uploaded to the cloud. Then it was immediately deleted from the phone by design.”
Zima raised his hands, palms up. “Is this normal for the average person? Or was this an intelligence officer?”
Polina continued, “Many of these European systems do so, sir. It saves from filling the internal memory of the phone.”
Zima turned from the pretty officer to her senior partner. “Tell me the GRU pulled this drone operator in for questioning.”
“Not exactly,” Sergei said reluctantly. “They got in a fight with this man when they took the drone and the cell phone. Then they searched the man’s apartment to make sure they had everything.”
“Who is this man?” the president asked.
Sergei said, “A Spanish man studying at Murmansk State Technical University.”
“And you’ve backgrounded this man?” Zima asked.
“In progress, sir, both in Murmansk and in Spain,” Sergei said. “So far the man checks out.”
Polina was about to say something, but she held back.
“You want to say something?” the president asked her.
“As you know, sir, our resources are not as extensive within the borders of Russia,” she said.
That was by design, Zima knew. The FSB and the GRU dealt with intelligence and security issues within Mother Russia, and the SVR handled foreign intelligence. But the GRU also had more officers on foreign soil than any other intelligence agency from Russia. “I understand that implicitly. Rules are funny things in the intelligence field, Polina.” He hesitated to ponder her true meaning, and to observe her beauty. “What are your concerns?”
“We believe that the GRU is not being entirely forthright with us,” she said.
Zima smiled. “What? Our intelligence agencies are not playing nice? Notify Russia Today.” He considered this fine woman again and said, “Why do you say this, Polina?”
“They nearly admitted as much,” she said. “They have a lot of contacts in Murmansk. The GRU could have picked up this Spanish man last night at his apartment, but they did not do so. When I asked them why, they didn’t have a good answer. They just said they were working it.”
“Why not pick up the man now?” Zima asked as he hunched his shoulders in frustration.
Sergei took this one. “They said the Spanish man went to the airport this evening and they lost him.”
“How? Murmansk airport isn’t that big. I have been there.”
“We don’t know, sir. But the Spanish man did not get on his flight to St. Petersburg.”
Interesting. “Then this Spaniard knew he was being followed,” the president concluded. He ran the data through his mind and came up with only one conclusion. “Then he got on another flight under another name. Find this man and see what he knows. If I had to guess, I would say this man is a foreign intelligence officer.”
Sergei gave the president a confused look. “We will find out and we will find this man.”
“Good. Follow this wherever it leads.”
Polina interjected, “What if this man is working for the Americans?”
The president went back to swiveling his chair from side to side as he thought. Then he stopped and raised his right index finger. “You know what to do. Keep me informed.”
Both of the officers took these last words as a sign to leave. They got up and headed toward the door.
“Wait,” the president said, pointing to a door that blended with the wooden wall. “Always come and go through the side door and that corridor.”
The two officers nodded and left the president alone.
Anton Zima stood and wandered to the window overlooking the frozen city, his hands clasped behind his back. He considered this bold move so early in his presidency. There was no reason to worry about the Europeans or NATO. They were all a bunch of feckless little girls. The same was true about the UN. Pussies. But he did need to bring the Chinese into the fold. Those comrades were destined to become relevant as a world power. India could be a problem if they could find a way to feed all of their people. For his plan to work, India needed to put Pakistan in its place. North Korea? He laughed out loud. He could deal with crazy; the rational were another story. And that left the Americans. With new leadership with balls, they would be the biggest problem.
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Helsinki, Finland
The small half-full jet buckled heavily through the turbulence, making Karl Adams feel like a fish in a blender. Glancing about the cabin, most seemed calm, with the exception of one woman who was wailing something in a language Karl didn’t understand. But screaming of impending death was a universal language with no subtitles required.
As they bounced on the frozen runway, Karl looked out and saw that snow squalls were the obvious reason for the rough ride. He had been to Helsinki before, but with the snow cover the place was indistinguishable from his previous visit. Snow plows had barely kept up with the ferocity of the puffy onslaught of frozen precipitation. He had no idea how the pilot was keeping the jet on the taxiway.
Once they got to the terminal, Karl collected his bag and went through customs as a Russian citizen. His credentials were impeccable, yet, he couldn’t help thinking the customs agent gave him a little extra scrutiny. The Finns still liked to hate their Russian neighbors.
Then, inside the terminal, he checked the flights for that evening. They were all cancelled. Great.
He got onto his phone and checked on flights going out in the morning. There were a number of options for flights out of Europe heading toward America, but nothing great. Most went through Frankfurt or London. Plus, he wasn’t sure if the storm would back up those flights also. Unfortunately, he had just two options to use for this ticket — Spanish or Russian identities. He chose to hold off on booking this flight until he knew about the weather.
As he stood at the base of the computer screens announcing the arrivals and departures, he noticed a younger woman, perhaps thirty, giving him a smile from a few feet away. She was a couple of inches shy of six feet, her long blonde hair braided and pulled back to a ponytail. Her high cheek bones indicated she was probably a local. Plus, her clothes gave her away. She was wearing a heavy coat fringed with fox fur around the hood and at each cuff.
“Is your flight cancelled?” the woman asked in English with barely an accent.
Karl looked at her and shrugged, as if he didn’t understand English. But, of course, even his Spanish persona, Nicolas Lobo, was supposed to be fluent in English. So, using a slight Spanish accent, Karl said, “The trouble with traveling this far north in February.”
She smiled and moved a little closer. “The wolf loves the snow.”
“He will still eat you,” Karl said. Then he hesitated briefly after hearing this security phrase. Somewhat relieved, he said, “SUPO?”
SUPO was the Finnish Security Police. Kind of like their FBI, but with a small foreign intelligence component as well.
“Good guess.”
“I can see the outline of your gun on your right hip,” Karl said. “And you instinctively rubbed against it three times since I’ve seen you.”
She gave him a pissed off glare. “Are you ready to get out of the airport?”
Karl shifted his eyes about the sparsely-occupied terminal. “That depends. Are you ready to tell me what you’re doing here?”
“Your Agency asked for our help,” she said. “For some reason, they didn’t want anyone seeing you with one of their officers.”
That made sense to Karl. Embassies were under heavy scrutiny by Russian officers worldwide, and especially this close to their borders. Everyone who came and went from the U.S. Embassy was suspected to be a spook — even though they might just be the chef.
“I have a car out front,” she said, her hand pointed toward the terminal entrance.
“Where are we going?” he asked.
“A hotel.”
“But we just met.” He tried his best not to smile.
She didn’t respond. Instead, she started to walk toward the door. The Finns weren’t known for their sense of humor, Karl remembered. So, he followed her, trying to keep from checking out her fine assets and failing miserably.
Outside, Karl realized the hoodie he had changed into at the Murmansk airport would not be heavy enough for the snowy environment. Before getting into her black BMW SUV, he pulled out his heavy lined leather jacket and put that on over the hoodie. Then he put his bag in the back seat and got into the front passenger side.
The SUPO officer had left the engine running while she retrieved Karl, so the snow was not sticking to the windshield and the interior was still warm.
“You’re very trusting leaving it running while going inside,” Karl said.
“This is Helsinki, not Chicago,” she reminded him.
Good point. “Do you have a name?”
“Hanna. I was only given a photo of you, your flight, and that phrase.”
Karl considered if he could trust this woman. Probably. But his father had told him to never trust anyone in this game. “Niko.” After all, that’s what he was used to hearing for the past five months.
Before taking off, the woman from SUPO reached inside her jacket and took out a sealed envelope, which she handed to Karl. It was thicker than just a message, though.
“Where’d you get this?” Karl asked.
“Your people.” She put the SUV in gear and pulled out onto the slippery road.
He considered not seeing what was inside until he got to his hotel, but he might have instructions he needed to follow. Karl knew that whatever was in the envelope would not be a classified document. More likely, it would be a vaguely coded message intended for his cover persona, the Spaniard Nicolas Lobo. Then, if someone were to intercept the note, it would look like a simple message from his non-existent mother or some other long-lost relative. He opened the envelope and first pulled out a simple letter that looked like one of those old Western Union messages. It was a reiteration of the fact that his mother was sick and he needed to come home to be by her side in her time of need. Finally, it mentioned something about his mother wanting to get better so she could make her vacation to Disney World. When he was done, he folded the note and shoved it into the inside pocket of his jacket. Interesting. They wanted him to fly to Orlando. They had discussed that location as one of three potential places to meet up after he was done in Russia. After being undercover for all of these months, flying directly to D.C. would be the worst idea. Baltimore would have been the second worst. Looking back inside the envelope, he retrieved another passport, which he also placed inside his jacket after quickly verifying the document. Subsequent to his initial CIA training, he had developed multiple background legends, and not just those in Spain and Russia. There were passports on file at the Agency for him in nearly every country where he spoke fluently. These passports were produced with different photos of himself, but were all shot on the same day. He had originals of these passports stored in a safe deposit box, but the Agency also had them on file if needed in an emergency. Now he would be able to travel as Karl Konrad, from Thunder Bay, Ontario. Konrad was an homage to his father Jake, who used that persona from Austria. Finally, he removed five one-hundred dollar bills in U.S. currency, which he shoved into a different pocket inside his jacket.
“Is everything alright?” Hanna asked.
“Yes,” Karl said. “My mother is sick,” he lied, just in case her people had scanned the envelope.
“Sorry to hear that.” She looked into the rearview mirror again. This time with more concern than she had showed for the last couple of times.
Karl glanced at his side mirror and saw the lights from another vehicle closing in on them. “Tell me that’s a friend of yours.”
“Not exactly.” She touched the screen on the dash and an image of the vehicle behind them came up. Hanna hit a button and then pressed a green send button.
“Did you just capture their image?” Karl asked.
“Yes. And sent it to our office downtown.”
“Nice. You wouldn’t happen to have a spare gun.”
She shook her head. “In ten years, I have never had to use my weapon.”
Karl glanced back and saw that the vehicle, which was also an SUV, get even closer to the back of their rear end. “Well that might change tonight.” He looked forward and saw that they were getting closer to downtown Helsinki. “You need to turn and make sure they are just being tailgaters.”
Hanna nodded slightly and then tapped on her brakes and her right turn signal.
As she gently turned the wheel, trying to keep from sliding on the snowy road, Karl looked in the side mirror and saw the vehicle behind them intentionally ram their back right side bumper. The impact lurched them forward and into a spin. The SUV finally hit the far curb and flipped onto its side, smashing through a high snowbank before rolling onto its top and settling into the frozen surface.
Karl found himself upside down, only the shoulder belt holding him there. He shook his head and heard the engine still running, the tires moving above them at idle.
He pushed away the inflated airbag and glanced to his side, seeing that Hanna was unconscious. She had a few minor cuts on her face. He tried to shake her, but she wouldn’t wake up.
This was intentional, he knew. They would be coming. Reaching down with one hand, he somehow got his buckle to pop and his body dropped to the inverted roof of the SUV.
Then Karl heard men talking and he knew he needed to arm himself. Reaching inside Hanna’s jacket, he pulled out her handgun. Luckily it was a Glock. He pulled out the magazine to verify it was fully loaded and ready to fire. Then he quietly shoved the magazine in again and started crawling out through an opening.
He saw the first man seconds before the guy saw him. Karl fired once, hitting the man in the upper thigh and dropping him to the snowy ground. But the man was able to return fire a couple of times before Karl put two more rounds in the man.
A second man appeared and started firing his gun in a major salvo toward Karl. But Karl had hidden behind the crunched metal side of the SUV for protection.
As Karl peered around the opening again, he saw two men dragging a third man toward their own SUV. Then he heard the engine roar and the vehicle take off.
Now Karl turned back toward Hanna and saw that she was coming around. “Are you all right?” he asked her, and then turned off the SUV engine.
“Help me out of this belt,” she said.
He set her gun down and put his shoulder into her body to release the pressure from her seatbelt. When he pressed the button, Hanna fell into his arms.
The two of them lay on the roof top for a moment breathing hard and assessing their situation before Karl picked up her gun and crawled out of the opening to the side of the overturned SUV.
“Is that my gun?” she asked.
“Yeah, but your record is still intact. Technically, I drew and shot your gun at the bad guys.”
“Did you hit them?”
“I got one of three,” he said. “By the way, I think your gun fires a little to the left.”
“It pulls toward my dominant eye,” she confirmed. “Who were these people?”
“Russians,” Karl said.
“Are you sure?”
“Positive. I heard them speak before they shot at us.”
“What is going on?”
That was something he couldn’t explain to her. Not even if he wanted to.
Karl heard a phone ring and he looked at Hanna. “That’s you.”
Still dazed, Hanna found her phone in her pocket. She spoke in Finnish with someone on the other end, a language that Karl didn’t understand. Hanna nodded agreement to something said on the other end. Then she hung up and put her phone back in her pocket.
“Well?” Karl asked.
Hanna shook now, a result of the cold and shock from the recent events. “My people are sending a car. They will take care of my vehicle.”
“Did they have any information about the vehicle that rammed us?”
“A rental. But you were right. A man from St. Petersburg rented it.”
Damn Russians. Karl looked up to the sky as snow started to fall more vigorously now. He found the blood stains and the spent brass from the man he had shot. Was the man dead? Maybe. Was this related to the video he had shot with his drone in Murmansk? Definitely.
Karl handed the Glock back to Hanna. “Thanks.”
“For what?”
“The use of your gun. Your driving skills.”
“Is that a joke?” she asked.
“No. I couldn’t have done any better. Especially with the road conditions. What did you tell your people?”
She shoved the gun back into its holster on her hip. “The truth. Some maniac rammed us, flipped our vehicle, and then tried to finish us off with guns.”
Karl moved in closer to the SUPO officer and gently touched the side of her face. “You have a few minor cuts.”
Hanna turned Karl’s head and scrutinized the right side of his head. “So do you. You are bleeding from your head.”
He touched the wound and suddenly realized she was right. Considering the accident, he must have bounced his head off the side window. For some reason, he had no pain. Probably the adrenaline coursing through his body. It wasn’t a big cut, though, since the bleeding had dried up already.
His biggest concern now was with how the Russians had found him. Somehow, they had tracked him from Murmansk, despite his escape and the use of a new Russian identity. If he had to guess, the Russians must have done a background on everyone on the flight from Murmansk to Helsinki. His Russian passport would fool border and customs agents, but not the scrutiny of the FSB, SVR or the GRU. They were beyond finding out what he had taken with his drone video, and were now simply trying to kill him. But if that were the case, then why not stay there and kill him instead of letting him live? Interesting. Maybe they still needed answers from Karl.
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Langley, Virginia, CIA Headquarters
John Bradford, the Director of Central Intelligence, sat at his desk and watched the video for the fifth time. Bradford had been an Air Force pilot, rising to the rank of four-star general. But he had been a fighter pilot, flying F-15s and later the F-22. He was still amazed that these little drones with small cameras could produce decent videos. They were becoming a problem in counter intelligence, but quite helpful with their own intel efforts — both in the military and with the civilian intelligence agencies.
Bradford glanced across the desk at Sherman Swanson, the CIA Director of Operations, who seemed a bit anxious. The man looked like a crazy-ass college professor with his disheveled hair and overgrown unkempt beard, Bradford thought.
“What do you think, Sherm?” Bradford asked.
The Operations Director shrugged. “My people think it’s an upgraded version of the old SS-20. It’s too big to be a Topol-M.”
“I agree,” Bradford said. “The SS-27 also has a different transporter erector launcher.” He hesitated and brought up the specs on the old SS-20 on his computer. “The length is about right for the SS-20. Let’s assume the Russians have gone back and built a new version of this missile.”
“Then they’re in violation of the INF Treaty,” Sherm said.
Bradford laughed. “That’s the least of our problems. Besides, I don’t think the Russians give a shit about old treaties.”
Sherm raised his hands in frustration. “We violated the ABM Treaty with our own missile defense system. Maybe this is their tit for tat.”
“We violated the ABM because they violated START One and START Two,” Bradford reminded his operations officer. “We have a right to defend ourselves from incoming nuclear missiles from rogue nations.”
“Yes, sir. That’s our perspective. But if we both send our missiles and we’re able to blow up theirs before they can blow us all to hell, then we no longer have MAD. We have the assured destruction of our enemies.”
“I understand, Sherm.” The two of them had gone over this scenario dozens of times in the past two years, with neither getting the upper hand. They were essentially in agreement. That wasn’t the problem. He had kept Sherman Swanson in his current position even after the man had been passed over for Bradford’s position. But the DCI was almost always a political position. At least in recent history.
“What do we do about this intel, John?” Sherm asked.
“If we run it up the flag pole to a new president, there’s no telling how he might react,” Bradford said. “On the other hand, if we don’t brief him and the shit hits the fan, we’ll get taken from behind without gel.”
Sherm smiled with that thought. “You got that shit right.”
“All right. What’s your assessment?”
The operations director sat forward on his chair, his hands on his knees. “This might be a test. To see how we react.”
Bradford leaned back in his chair in deep thought. “We discussed recently rumblings from India and their ongoing conflict with Pakistan. Could they be shipping the missile to one of those countries?”
“Not likely,” Sherm said. “They have their own nukes. Besides, they would probably ship it from Vladivostok and not Murmansk.”
His colleague had a good point. “What about Iran?”
“More likely,” Sherm said. “The Israelis have become more emboldened, threatening to bomb the Iranians back to the Stone Age if they continue their nuclear production. So, if you can’t build them yourself, why not buy them from the Russians?”
That was a disturbing prospect, Bradford thought. “What if they had other plans? Like moving them closer to America?”
“What would be the point? They already have thousands pointed at us from their own land.”
Sherm was right, of course. And that was always a problem Bradford had with the whole Cuban Missile Crisis. The only reason America was so pissed off, was the fact that the Russians were trying to put nuclear missiles so close to the American homeland. But they could do the same thing with their submarine forces. The problem was with response time. Their missiles could be off and bombing America before the U.S. could unleash their own nukes from their ICBM silos. It was an unfair advantage that upset the balance of power in the hemisphere.
“What does the ship list as its manifest?” Bradford asked.
“Oil equipment destined for Sao Tome and Principe,” Sherm said.
Bradford gave his classic uncertain look, with full furled brows and wrinkles across his forehead. “Where the hell is that?”
“Island nation off the Central African coast. Off the coast of Gabon. Originally settled by the Portuguese.”
“Impressive. You know this off the top of your head?”
“No, sir. I had to look it up before coming here.”
“Thanks for the honesty,” Bradford said. “Do they have a huge oil production there?”
“That they do. And a Russian oil billionaire runs much of the production there.”
Bradford pondered this for a moment as he brought up the video one more time. “What are your plans with this Karl Adams?”
“He’s being recalled as we speak,” Sherm said.
“What about his next assignment?”
“Undetermined at this time. His immersion was scheduled to be another few months.”
A classified alert suddenly appeared on his screen at the same time that his secure SAT phone buzzed on his desk. Bradford ignored the phone and read the message on his computer, while he noticed his operations director also reading something on his phone.
“Are you getting this, Sherm?” Bradford asked.
“Our young officer being attacked in Helsinki?” Sherm provided.
“Looks like he was nearly killed in the attack.”
“Yes, sir.”
“What was he doing with SUPO?”
“We provided him with a package,” the operations director said. “Passport, money and instruction. We thought it would be better to go through a third party to isolate Adams.”
“Yet, somehow, they still found him. You think this has to do with the video?”
“More than likely.”
Bradford turned away from his screen. “Now we know that they know that we know.” He hesitated in deep thought. Then he said, “What if this is just one shipment? What if they’ve loaded a dozen other ships with these missiles? Couldn’t they simply use these ships as a platform to launch these mobile nukes?”
“Yes, they could. But it’s not likely.”
“Why?”
“As you probably know, dealing with nuclear weapons in the Air Force, they require a lot of security and maintenance — neither of which are possible on a rusty old ship. Subs and naval surface ships are designed for both.”
He had a damn good point. “But it doesn’t mean they couldn’t be shipping multiple missiles on multiple ships to one or many locations.”
“That’s possible. But again, the big question is what do we do in response?”
Bradford considered this carefully. There was no perfect choice here. “Prepare to slip it into the daily briefing for tomorrow and hope like hell that POTUS doesn’t ask too many questions.”
“If he does?”
“We tell him we’re monitoring the situation.”
Sherm nodded agreement. “We’re tracking the ship by GPS, and we have HUMINT involved.”
“Right. Not a lie. On that point, I want you to assign Karl Adams to follow through with this mission.”
The director of operations protested with a strong physical reaction and a facial expression alone that showed his displeasure. Then he said, “But, John, the man isn’t even thirty yet.”
“We strap twenty-one-year old men and women in fifty million dollar jets and send them off with bombs in harm’s way. Surely, we can have one good officer follow through with what he started. And remember that he was an Army officer with intelligence experience in war zones.” Bradford pointed toward his computer screen. “Also, he was the one who brought this to our attention.”
“Yes, of course. But perhaps he should have help.”
Bradford thought about that, remembering how many times the young officer’s father, Jake Adams, had bailed out the Agency. Not to mention the fact that Karl’s mother had died while on duty with the CIA. “You give Karl the full protection of this Agency. If that means giving him a partner, then so be it. Who do you have in mind?”
Sherm smiled. “I’ve got a plan.”
“Do not call in Jake Adams,” Bradford ordered. “That will completely undermine our confidence in Karl.”
“I understand. But it’s better that you don’t know the details of this operative. Just in case shit goes sideways.”
Right. Like that never happens in the intelligence game. Bradford agreed and then said, “Keep me up to date on the progress of the Russian ship.”
Sherm Swanson took that as his cue to leave. He got up and shuffled out the door.
Bradford swiveled his chair and viewed some of the ‘I Love Me’ plaques and photos on his wall. It was so much easier to simply strap himself into a cockpit and fly the damn sortie. Put bombs on target and get back home. But this job was different, and he wasn’t sure how much longer he wanted to stick with it. On the other hand, he wasn’t even sure if the new president would want him to stay on. Only time would tell.
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Helsinki, Finland
Karl and Hanna were picked up at the crash site by another SUPO officer, a man in his mid-forties. This unnamed man transported Karl and Hanna to a clinic, where Karl had a small gash in the side of his head glued shut. Luckily it was on the same side where he had been struck by that GRU officer in Russia. The greatest pain, though, had been to his right shoulder where the harness had caught him from smashing through the windshield. Hanna’s face had required a couple butterfly strips from glass cuts, but they would not leave major scars. Karl guessed Hanna had experienced more excitement than at any other time with that intelligence agency.
Since he had been attacked, Karl had made a call to his Agency contact before the SUPO transport picked him up, letting them know of his situation. His contact called him back as he waited in the clinic for Hanna.
“What’s the plan?” Karl asked his Agency contact.
“Get on the flight to Iceland tomorrow afternoon,” Roddy said. “You’ll have a five-hour delay there before moving on to Florida.”
“Why Florida?”
“I thought you deserved a little warm weather after Russia, Finland and Iceland.”
“Thanks for that,” Karl said. “Anything else?”
“The DCI wants you to continue on with this issue.”
“The DCI specifically?”
“Yep. He’s been briefed.”
“Who’s my contact in Orlando?”
“Your contact will hold a sign reading ‘Mr. Prufrock.’”
“Roger that. But I hope he has a love song for me.”
“You got that reference.”
“Hey, I’m more than a pretty face.”
“Sure. Anything else?”
“Yeah. Don’t get shot.”
“I could use a damn gun.”
“I’m sure the Finns would loan one to you.”
Karl hung up and smiled as Hanna walked over to him.
“Is everything alright?” she asked.
“Yeah. My people seem to think you might have a weapon I could use for the rest of my stay in your fine city.”
“I’m taking you to a safe house until your flight,” Hanna said. “You won’t need a gun.”
“You never need one until you do,” he assured her.
The same guy that had picked them up at the crash site drove them to an isolated area on the outskirts of the city. Karl got out of the vehicle and slung his bag over his right shoulder, realized that hurt too much, so he transferred it to his left shoulder. As he waited for Hanna to get out of the front passenger seat, he noticed that she was in a heated debate with the driver. Finally, she got out and slammed the door of the SUV. The driver promptly pulled away.
“Everything alright?” Karl asked.
She shook her head. “He’s my old partner. Says he’s concerned for my safety. But I know he just thinks I’ll have sex with you tonight. Just to make him right, maybe I should.”
“I don’t know Finnish custom, but do I have some say in the matter?” Karl asked with a smile.
“I’m kidding,” she said, and then walked toward an apartment building.
The lighting here was a subdued yellow glow, the falling snow letting up somewhat from how it had been earlier in the evening.
Karl followed Hanna to the second floor. Without saying a word, she opened the door and turned on a light, revealing a sparsely-decorated apartment. Where a television would sit in an American home, in front of a leather sofa and chair, was a small high-tech stereo with a phone jack.
“Your agency people need a little more imagination with their decorations,” Karl said. Then, before Hanna could say anything, he noticed a small table with a few personal photos in frames. “Oh, shit, sorry. This is your place.”
“Afraid so. SUPO is not like the CIA. We don’t have safe houses. Most of our houses are safe.”
“I didn’t mean anything,” Karl said. “It’s just a little sparse.”
“I work a lot,” she said. “I don’t even own a television.”
“You’re not missing much,” he said. “I haven’t watched TV since high school.”
“Right. So, you get me.”
He set his bag on the low-pile carpet and sat on the sofa.
“Would you like a beer?” she asked.
“That would be awesome.”
She went to the attached kitchen and brought back a couple of Finnish lagers, which she set on the coffee table. But she also had a bottle of Finlandia Vodka and two shot glasses.
“I thought after our little adventure tonight we could use something stronger,” she said. Then she sat down on the sofa next to Karl and poured them each a glass of vodka.
“Can’t fault that logic,” he said.
Hanna picked up both glasses and handed one to Karl. “Before we drink. I need to know your real name. When we first met at the airport you had a Spanish accent. That went away after our incident.”
He couldn’t deny that. “Well, trust is a precious commodity in this business. I had to be sure.”
“And now?” she asked.
“My name is Karl. Niko is my nickname.”
“Good enough.” She raised her vodka and said, “Kippis.”
He picked up the vodka and repeated, “Kippis.”
Then they both downed the vodka, a drink that Karl had learned to tolerate over the past few months in Russia.
They drank beer for a while, talking about nothing and everything. Moved on to a second beer and downed another shot of vodka. Karl decided Hanna was an interesting woman, and not just physically. Although she was constructed nicely in that area as well. But she was someone with intriguing interests, from literature to music. He wished he had more time to get to know her better. In the back of his mind he remembered what his father had told him recently. In this game, he would meet a lot of good people, a lot of assholes, and then those who wanted to kill him. Hanna was a good person he would remember forever.
Hanna checked her watch and said, “I should be going to bed.” She stood up and grabbed the empty bottles from the coffee table, bringing them into the kitchen.
Karl helped her by bringing the depleted bottle of vodka and the two empty shot glasses, setting them on the counter.
Returning to the main living area, Hanna stopped and glanced at the sofa. “I only have one bedroom. I can get you some sheets and blankets and a pillow.” She hesitated and added, “Or we can be adults and share my bed.”
He could only take that offer one way, and the events of the evening, including the loosening of inhibitions with alcohol, made his choice obvious. Karl followed her to her bedroom and they made interesting and passionate first sex. Although Hanna seemed reserved in tone upon first meeting, something changed when she reached the comfort of her own bed.
Afterwards, Karl lay in bed listening to her heavy breathing, knowing she was asleep. But he couldn’t shut down his mind. The last few days were bothering him — from the drone video that had started this whole thing, through the encounter with the GRU officers in Murmansk, and on to the encounter earlier that evening with unknown Russian officers. Did it matter if these attackers were GRU or SVR? Not really. They were equally as dangerous.
He slipped his underwear and a T-shirt back on and quietly wandered back out to Hanna’s living room, where he sat on the sofa and stared at his SAT phone.
Trying to calculate the time change, Karl decided that it didn’t really matter. His father had told him to call at any hour on any day if he had something he wanted to discuss. Karl knew that part of his father’s generous offer was due to the fact that he had not been there for Karl during his youth. But that was no fault of Jake Adams. He had not even known of the existence of Karl until after the death of his mother just a few years ago.
His father answered the call on the fourth ring. “Your phone simply reads unknown caller,” Jake said. “You need to get more creative with that. It’s pretty late, so I’m guessing you’ve either gotten some young girl pregnant or some operation has you perplexed.”
Karl smiled, wishing he had grown up knowing his father. “Well, it’s not the former, dad.”
“Good to know. I’m too young to be a damn grandfather.”
Getting right into it, Karl quietly explained his situation, from the drone to that evening. When he was done, he felt better. He didn’t give his father any classified data, because nothing had been classified yet. Besides, if anyone had the ability to keep a secret, his father had proven to be that person with his dedication to America through the years.
“Situation normal, all fucked up,” Jake said. “Sounds like business as usual in that game. What do you need from your old man?”
“I don’t know.” That was the truth. “Clarity perhaps.”
Based on his silence, Jake was thinking it over. Finally, he said, “I’ve dealt with the GRU and the SVR and the old KGB too many times to count. The Russians think strategically long term. Sometimes our country, or at least some within our country, have the attention span of a gnat. But the Russians have a plan for damn near everything, including post-apocalyptic domination following pandemics or a nuclear holocaust. In their dictionary, hegemony equates to normality.”
“Okay. Good to know. What do they want with me?”
“Well, son. They want to kill you. Your job is to not let them do so.”
Karl explained that he didn’t even have a gun at this time, because of his status as a student undercover in Murmansk.
“That’s standard operating procedure, Karl,” Jake explained. “If the GRU had found a gun when they trashed your apartment, you’d be in a Draconian dungeon right now getting tortured. Or, worse yet, end up in a shallow grave out in the frozen tundra. But, going forward, you need to get yourself a gun.”
“Makes it harder to travel,” Karl said.
“True. But now you just need to stay alive long enough to get back on U.S. soil. If you have some time off, maybe we could hang out for a bit. I wish you had flown back through the Azores.”
“I don’t make those choices,” Karl said.
“I understand. But if I were making the decisions, I’d send you across from Helsinki to Tallinn on a ferry and have you catch a military transport. You could have caught up with an old friend over there.”
Karl had considered that also. His last assignment in the Army had been in Estonia, where he had been involved with a female intel officer. “I’m not sure what she’s up to now,” he said reticently. “Besides, I think our people have something planned for me.”
Jake laughed. “Yeah, they do. You can be assured of that. But don’t let those bastards hang you out to dry.”
His father had to be the most reluctant former spy on the planet. Luckily his disdain for structured intelligence was surpassed only by his love of country — despite the fact that he had not lived in America since the Reagan administration.
“I should probably get some sleep,” Karl said.
“I hear you. Let me know when you plan to meet your little sister.”
“I’ve been busy with training,” Karl explained.
“I’m not judging, Karl. Just putting it out there. It’s freezing in Montana now anyway. We’ll go in the summer and I’ll teach you how to fly fish.”
“Maybe play catch?”
“Don’t be a smart ass.”
“It’s in my DNA.”
Jake laughed. “Not just from my side.”
They both hung up and Karl sat back on the sofa, feeling much better about his situation. His father was right. He needed to hang low and then arm himself.
He quietly wandered back to bed.
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The two of them slept in the next morning until nearly eight a.m. There was no real awkwardness. They had sex again before showering and getting dressed.
Instead of eating at her place, Hanna drove them to a nearby coffee shop for cappuccino and Finnish pastries.
Hanna got a number of texts during their meal. Finally, she excused herself and wandered outside to make a phone call.
Karl used that time to verify that his flight would be going out. Based on the sun shining brightly and the snow starting to drip from the roofs, he guessed the Finns would have no problem clearing their runways. Once he saw that his flight would leave on time at five p.m., he sat and watched the reaction of Hanna on the phone. Something was going down with her, and it wasn’t good.
Within seconds, she touched off her call and shoved her phone into her pocket before stepping back inside and deciding not to sit down.
“We must go,” Hanna said.
Karl nodded and followed her out to the SUV.
Once they settled into the privacy of the vehicle, Karl asked, “What’s going on?”
“They found the man you shot last night with my gun,” she said. “Someone dropped him off in front of our best trauma hospital. He went to surgery but didn’t make it.”
“Too bad. Now he can’t answer questions.”
Her brows furled some as she gave him a look of consternation. “Do you feel nothing of this man’s death?”
“It’s unfortunate,” Karl said. “But I prefer that to the alternative — like the death of you or me.”
“You’re right, obviously. It’s just that I’ve never killed someone before.”
“You still haven’t, Hanna. Hopefully, you will never have to do so.”
She nodded her head in agreement and then started the SUV engine. As the vehicle warmed, she tapped the screen on the console, bringing up the GPS. Then she typed in an address and the GPS traced a route to drive, showing the location as seven kilometers away.
“What is that location?” Karl asked.
“Our people tracked down the vehicle that smashed into us last night,” she said.
Karl swished his hands together and said, “Cool. Let’s get them.”
“No. We are only allowed to observe them.”
“They tried to kill us last night,” Karl reminded her.
“I know. But we have no idea of their intent or their numbers.”
“Their intent was obvious,” Karl said. “They wanted to kill us. What am I missing?”
“This is not America,” she said. “We have a difficult relationship with Russia. They are neighbors and can make a lot of problems for us.”
She had a good point. He would be gone by this afternoon, and she would have to deal with them beyond that. “I understand.” Besides, he didn’t have permission from the Agency to engage the Russians.
Hanna drove them to the location of the vehicle, which was in a neighborhood much like her own. That was a problem, because the SUV sat out front on the road between two rows of apartment buildings.
“How many options for their location?” Karl asked.
She shrugged. “Maybe four on each side of the road. We might be here for a while.”
“My flight is at five this evening.”
“I will get you there in time.”
He wasn’t sure what they could accomplish here, other than to expose himself further as an intelligence operative to the Russians. Truthfully, he should just lay low and get the hell out of Dodge. But he understood why the Finns would want to locate a Russian intelligence safe house in their city. SUPO had helped him last night by delivering a new passport and money to him, so this was the least he could do to reciprocate.
Karl got on his SAT phone and sent a quick text to his contact in the Agency, along with the address he could read on the side of the building where the SUV was parked. It took Roddy just ten minutes to get back with him.
Reading the incoming text, Karl said, “I had my people check out the various units in this complex and got the names of the residents.”
Hanna looked concerned. “That is not easy to get. How?”
“Don’t ask.” Karl read off the names to her.
“Wait. Jokinen is a famous hockey player.”
“Isn’t that a popular name in Finland?”
“Yes, of course. But his first name is not. But he would not live here.” Now she pulled up her phone and called her office asking for a background on this Jokinen living at the address on this block. She nodded a couple of times and smiled before tapping off. Then she said to Karl, “As I thought, it’s a fake name. That’s the Russians. It has to be.”
“Now what?” he asked.
“Now we wait.”
Waiting wasn’t in Karl’s DNA, he was sure of that. But they didn’t have to wait long. Perhaps forty-five minutes.
The man who had picked them up the night before came to their vehicle to talk with Hanna through the driver’s window. Again, Karl didn’t understand a word. But he did get the gist of the conversation. Once the man walked away, Hanna powered the window up and started the engine.
“What’s up?” he asked her.
Without answering, she turned the vehicle down a side street and drove away slowly. Karl glanced back and saw a number of vehicles pull up to the apartment building.
Finally, she said, “A team will take them into custody. Then we will have to let them go.”
Such was the nature of the game.
Hanna drove Karl around the rest of the day, like a tour guide showing her city to a high-end client. They ate lunch at her favorite restaurant on the frozen shore of the Gulf of Finland. Shortly after they finished eating, she drove him to the airport and dropped him off out front — the only remnants of their brief encounter a few temporary cuts and bruises and a parting hug. Maybe that’s how life was, he guessed.
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Norwegian Sea
The Russian cargo ship Magadan cruised at fourteen knots through rough swells, the darkness of early evening obscuring the view from the bridge of nearly anything. Clouds above made sure of that.
Merchant ship captain Viktor Drugov was on edge. His first officer went missing just after they got underway, and Viktor had been forced to elevate his second officer, Dmitri Vladimirovich Samsonov, to that position. This was a man that he did not trust. A man that had been forced on him by his government.
Viktor had just cleared the bridge of the pilot so he could speak with his new first officer in private. The ship was now on autopilot, and Viktor suspected that someday soon in the future they would not even need a human crew to run these ships. But that wouldn’t happen until after he was retired and dead. At least he hoped so. Yet, what about his younger crew members? What would happen to the proud tradition of seamen? These were questions for future governments. Now he just had to make sure his cargo reached the port on time. Perhaps that was a problem as well. His official cargo was not a concern, but the military package was not something he had counted on until the last minute. That’s the biggest reason he didn’t trust his new first officer. During the days of the Soviet Union, each ship had a political officer. That person was KGB. Everyone knew it, but nobody spoke of that fact. These officers had one real job — keep the men in line and complying with the Communist Party. Those with ideas of defection would be dealt with harshly. Usually with a bullet in the back of the head. Or, perhaps worse, they would simply disappear. Viktor couldn’t help thinking that this was the fate of his former first officer.
The captain glanced at the large GPS screen and saw in the distance the Faroe Islands to the southeast and Iceland to the southwest.
Dmitri Samsonov entered the bridge wearing not the uniform of the merchant marine, but a dark peacoat and a black fur Ushanka hat. The only thing missing from the hat was the old Soviet emblem with the gold leaf, red star and hammer and sickle. With no deference whatsoever, the first officer took a seat in one of the leather bridge seats. He pulled out a cigar and nearly lit it. Then he smiled and returned the cigar to an inside pocket.
“You wanted to see me, captain?” Samsonov asked.
Viktor tightened his jaw and said, “Yes. Our men have done a thorough search of the ship and have found no trace of Pushkin.”
“I’m aware of that, Viktor,” the first officer said. “Since I was in charge of the search. What is your point?”
The captain pointed at Samsonov. “I have known men like you. I am the captain of this ship, and you will respect my position.”
Samsonov got up from his chair like a lion pouncing on a gazelle, his own finger pointing at the captain’s chest. “I respect the man, not the position. You will remember that you can be replaced.”
Viktor brushed away the man’s hand. “I work for the company at their pleasure. We all do. Unless you know something that I don’t.”
“I am sure of that… captain. But I don’t think I have to remind you of our special cargo.”
“I am aware of that,” Viktor said. “We are not a military transport ship. I don’t know why the government insisted we move this equipment. I also don’t appreciate all of these new military security forces aboard.”
Samsonov smiled and stepped back away from the captain, giving the man some space. “You can’t have cargo like this without personnel to safeguard it.”
Unfortunately, the man had a point. Viktor had ordered his normal ship’s crew to stay away from the cargo hold with the weapon.
“Is there anything else, Viktor?” Samsonov asked.
Yes, there was, but Viktor was afraid to ask what he really wanted to know. Like what happened to his first officer, Pushkin. He had a feeling only Samsonov could answer that question. But he also knew that if he asked too many questions, he could be disappeared as well. The ocean was not survivable here. The cold alone would kill him in just a few minutes.
Reluctantly, Viktor simply shook his head.
Samsonov smirked broadly and left the captain alone on the bridge.
Viktor glanced at the GPS screen again and realized once more that not all was right with this shipment. Normal shipping lanes would have them traveling much farther to the east, nearly hugging the coast of Ireland, before heading down past France, Spain and Portugal. Why had they been forced to track between the Faroe Islands and Iceland? Time would tell.
* * *
Dmitri Vladimirovich Samsonov went directly from the bridge to his cabin and found his satellite phone. He was not happy with the implications of the conversation he had just had with the captain, Viktor Drugov. The captain needed to understand that he had one job on this earth, and that was to simply follow orders.
He called to his GRU contact in Moscow and explained to him his concerns with the captain.
His contact said, “Keep the captain in place. At least until further notice. We might need his ignorance for plausible deniability.”
“I understand. But if he continues to question the mission?”
“The ocean is unforgiving.”
“Yes, it is.”
His contact ended the call and Dmitri returned the SAT phone to his safe and locked it inside. Then he took out that cigar he almost lit on the bridge, and fired it up now. Nobody told him where he could smoke a cigarette, and especially not a good Cuban cigar.
He smiled with that thought.
Moscow, Russia
The Russian president, Anton Zima, sat at his desk and waited for the Minister of Defense to enter.
Finally, General of the Army Pavel Bykov was allowed in by the president’s security forces. The general was in his full uniform with his medals sparkling like Christmas lights. Bykov was in charge of all of Russia’s military, including the Main Intelligence Directorate, or GRU.
“Take a seat, Pavel,” the president instructed.
The general sat on the edge of the leather chair, as if he were at attention.
President Zima had not given his Defense Minister a reason to come to his office at this late hour, so the man was understandably on edge.
“Relax, Pavel. I simply asked you here for an update on our current operations.”
The Defense Minister let his shoulders release some pressure. “Yes, sir. Where would you like to start?”
“Finland.”
Pavel Bykov nodded. “One of our safe houses was raided this morning. SUPO took our people into custody. We will get them out by tomorrow morning.”
“I understand you lost a man there.”
The Defense Minister seemed shocked that the president would already know this fact. “Yes, sir. A conflict with the man from Murmansk.”
“Have you been able to identify this man that took video of our ship?” the president asked.
“No, sir,” Pavel said. “He was a Spaniard attending college. But then he left Murmansk under a passport with the name Nikolai Krupin.”
“Is there a Nikolai Krupin?”
“There are a number of men with that name in Russia, sir. None were in Murmansk. And none matched our passport records with the photograph of the Spanish man.”
“I see.” The president had planned this conversation, and knew exactly where he wanted to go next. “Where is our shipment?”
The Defense Minister cleared his throat before saying, “At this time, it is somewhere in the Norwegian Sea.”
“No. I meant with the crew. I understand there was a minor disagreement aboard the ship.”
“According to our officer aboard the ship, everything is under control, sir.”
His General of the Army didn’t know this, but Zima knew more than he disclosed. Knowledge was not only power, it was leverage. Which is the main reason Zima had not told his Defense Minister that he was running a parallel operation with SVR officers.
“Back to Helsinki, Pavel,” Zima said. “What are you doing to find this Spaniard with a Russian passport?”
The general hesitated, unsure how to proceed. Finally, he said, “Our contacts had agents on the ground inform them that the man had made it to the airport. But they don’t know if the man got on a flight.”
It took everything in Zima’s power to not smile. To hold back his smirk, he tightened his jaw to the point of grinding his molars. He didn’t want to let his Defense Minister know that he knew where this man had gone. But to keep the general from losing sleep, Zima said, “Since this operation is vital for all of us, I think it would be best to include the foreign intelligence service.”
“But, sir, this is a military operation,” the Defense Minister pled.
“It’s both, Pavel. Your people will maintain the lead organization with the shipment and ground operations associated with that mission. But we also need a civilian response. The SVR will handle that.”
“And the man from Murmansk?”
“I have assigned officers to find him,” Zima said.
The general looked disappointed. If not at the situation, then at his own failure to capture this one man.
The president dismissed the general and checked his watch. His wife would expect him home in a few hours, but his mistress would demand his presence at the apartment he kept for her in less than an hour. His wife was used to disappointment, but his young girlfriend had needs.
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Keflavik, Iceland
Luckily, Karl had been able to sleep on the short flight from Helsinki to Keflavik. The Agency had gotten him one of those seats with extra leg room, and he was the only person in a row of three seats.
He checked through customs quickly and started for an area of restaurants in the secure area. But before he could leave the customs area and go out to the area with other passengers waiting for flights, he was suddenly approached by two men who reached for him. Karl instinctively dropped his duffle bag, twisted one man’s arm and kicked the other one in the stomach, knocking the man back against a wall. But while he still had one man subdued with an arm twist, nearly pulling the right arm out of its socket, he was quickly surrounded by four uniformed Icelandic Police officers, their guns pointed right at him.
An attractive older woman stepped toward him and with a stern expression said, “Mister Konrad, we have a few questions for you. Please let my officer go.” Her English was perfect.
Great. What now? Reluctantly, he let go of the officer’s arm and raised his hands.
“You can go in cuffs, or nicely,” she said. “It is entirely your choice. But remember that you are on an island with nowhere to go.”
Outstanding. Maybe he should have traveled through Frankfurt or London.
Remembering his Canadian passport, Karl said, “I’m not a fan of cuffs, eh. What is this about? Have I done something wrong?”
She gave a slight smile and simply said, “Come with us, please.”
What choice did he have? He was escorted through a secure area and into what looked like an interrogation room, with an obvious two-way mirror.
Two of the police officers helped Karl find a chair that was bolted to the floor. The desk was also bolted down. Nothing here could be used as a weapon.
Then they left him alone. He noticed they had left his duffle bag against the wall. If he was in real trouble for some reason, they would have confiscated his bag and found his stash of Spanish and Russian passports, along with the cash he had been given in Helsinki. No, this was something else.
He relaxed now, even closing his eyes and yawning. Karl wasn’t worried about making his next flight. He had at least four hours before getting on his direct flight to Orlando.
But he didn’t have to wait long to find out what was going on. The door opened and a familiar man walked in and sat across the table from him.
His father, Jake Adams, had a smirk on his face.
“Dad, what in the hell are you doing here?” Karl asked.
“Can’t a father come to see his son on a layover?” Jake asked.
“Yeah. But most fathers don’t do it this way, having his son taken into custody.”
“It was a show, of course,” Jake said. “I could have just followed you to the bar and sat next to you. But what fun would that be?”
“Wow. You’re amazing. How’d you get the Icelandic Police to do this?”
“That woman you met out by customs is Hildur Hilmarsdóttir. I’ve known her for more than thirty years. She’s now in charge of the entire Icelandic Police force.”
“She was the woman you were hanging out with here in your self-imposed exile?”
“A period of reflection,” Jake said. “Yes, I was staying at a cabin she owns.”
Karl considered his father and knew that he didn’t do things just for the hell of it. Something was up with him. “You don’t fly from the Azores to Iceland just for a four-hour meeting with your son. What’s up?”
“Good. Your instincts are working properly,” Jake said. “I heard that your mother, or aunt, had you learn martial arts as a kid. Which form?”
“American Kenpo Karate,” Karl said.
“Did you go all the way?”
“Is there any other way?” Karl hesitated and then added, “You know, I wish we had met at the bar or a restaurant. I could eat.”
Jake glanced at the mirror and raised his chin with a smile. “They’ll bring some good Iceland food in for us.”
“These people are so nice,” Karl said. “After what I did to their men, I would have tased my ass and at least slapped cuffs on me.”
“Hildur has them well trained,” Jake said. “And besides, where would you run? This is an island in the middle of the cold North Atlantic.”
His father, as always, had good points.
“By the way,” Jake said, “someone at the Agency has a sense of humor.”
“Why?”
“Using Konrad.”
“An homage to the master,” Karl said with slight derision.
They simply stared at each other for a moment. Karl wanted to have a better relationship with his father. It wasn’t his fault that he had not been there for him while he was growing up. His mother had turned him over to her sister to rear, without Jake’s knowledge of Karl’s existence.
Jake broke the silence. “You are correct, Karl. The Agency informed me of your flight arrangements and got me on a military transport from the Azores to Iceland to meet you. You are going to Orlando for a reason.”
“I figured that much,” Karl said. “It was one of three contingency plans upon my completion of the emersion program.”
“And you understand the significance of this?”
“I think so.”
His father nodded. “The plan is to make you a free agent within the Agency. You will never step foot at Langley again. You will be perpetually undercover in one of your current personas or a multitude of future identities. Your ability to have a normal life will be severely hindered. Do you understand this?”
“My mother was like that, I understand. So were you.”
“Not entirely, Karl. For most of your mother’s career at the Agency she was assigned to embassies in Europe, from Rome to Vienna. She was pulled out periodically, based on the needs of the Agency, to conduct operations in the Middle East and elsewhere. Towards the end of her career she was a free agent.”
“And you?” Karl asked.
“My initial assignment was setting up a front company in Germany during the end of the Cold War to monitor Soviet activity from those behind the Iron Curtain into the western European countries. As a result of this relative isolation, I also never went to the Agency headquarters during my tenure. They’re doing this to protect you.”
“You think our enemies have the CIA headquarters under surveillance?”
Jake laughed. “Hell yeah. The same way we have all of their headquarters under our watchful eyes. Those who must remain entirely secret, are kept at arm’s length. That’s also the reason for the immersion program. My guess is they will continue to send you to these assignments to completely develop your language skills, as well as your cultural understanding.”
“That doesn’t sound too bad to me.”
“Right. But, as I’ve told you in the past, it makes it almost impossible to maintain any kind of relationships. You will have lovers, but no real friends.”
“That’s a cynical understanding,” Karl said. “You were able to maintain this friendship with this Icelandic woman.”
His father shrugged. “You have a point. You will be put in a situation where you must trust people to a certain extent under very stressful situations. These encounters can lead to quick intimacy. But you must be careful. Especially when it comes to the Russians and others like them. Do not trust them.”
“You put your trust in a Russian during that Baltic affair recently,” Karl said.
“That was an anomaly,” Jake said. “I built that relationship over thirty years.”
Karl considered his father’s words. They were especially prescient at this time, considering Karl’s recent encounter with the SUPO officer in Helsinki. A traumatic experience had brought them close together, which led to a sexual encounter. But he guessed their enemies could use danger and subsequent sex to quickly build a relationship. Had Hanna done this to him? No.
Jake said, “The DCI has read me in to the current situation with the Russians.”
“Have you seen the video?”
“No.”
“Would you like to see it?”
“Sure.”
Karl pulled out his phone, tapped in his initial password and then navigated to his cloud access, where he put in a new password to release the encryption. Then he found the video and handed the phone to his father.
Jake watched the video once and then took out a pair of reading glasses to watch it a second time.
“Cheaters?” Karl asked with a smile.
“Don’t laugh. You’re looking at your future, son.”
After the third time watching the video, Jake handed the phone back to Karl. “Interesting,” he said.
“What is it?”
“The Transporter Erector Launcher is a modified version of the SS-20 Saber,” Jake said.
“Are you sure?”
“Yes. I was in the old Soviet Union verifying the destruction of these missiles under the INF Treaty when the bastards hauled me off to prison. I was tortured and beat for two weeks. So, yeah, I remember what got me there.”
“You mentioned that before, but never told me the extent of what happened.”
“It’s not a nice subject to dwell on,” Jake concluded.
Karl clicked out of his server and returned his phone to his pocket. “You mentioned it was modified. How so?”
“Hard to tell from those images. But the most noticeable from the outside is the TEL. Instead of six sets of tires, it has eight sets. Which makes the transporter at least six feet longer than the SS-20. I’ve heard the Russians were working on a new solid fuel rocket with extended range. That could be accomplished with the same size missile. But if they extend that even a few feet, that would significantly increase range.”
“That would keep them in compliance with the INF Treaty,” Karl said.
“Technically. But the Russians don’t give a shit about treaties. They cheat on those like Americans cheat on their taxes.”
The Icelandic Police brought in some sandwiches and two beers each for Karl and Jake. The two of them ate in silence until they were both working on the second beer.
“Why did you really come to see me?” Karl asked.
Jake stopped midway through a gulp of beer and stared at his son for a moment. Then he said, “Glad to see your instincts came through in your DNA. The Russians have obviously escalated from simply messing with you in Murmansk to trying to kill you in Helsinki. What did you leave behind in Russia?”
Confused, Karl said, “Like what?”
“I’m not concerned about prints and DNA,” Jake said. “The Agency sent cleaners in to sanitize your old apartment. You can’t entirely get rid of those, but they do a pretty damn good job.”
“I was careful to keep that to a minimum,” Karl said. “I know my training.”
His father smiled. “You were intimate with a Russian woman. Did you leave anything at her place?”
Karl thought about the last time he had been at her place. “I think we’re okay.”
“I’m sure the Agency cleaned her place as well,” Jake said.
“Even if the Russians get my prints or DNA, they will never match it to me. The Agency flags those requests and feed disinformation.”
“I’m intimately aware of that,” Jake said. “They’re still covering my ass. What about the laptop and the drone they took?”
“I’m good there,” Karl said.
“Great.” Jake sucked down more of his beer, hesitated, and then finished the last of that one. He wiped his mouth with a napkin. “The key is to never get into the SVR or FSB systems.”
“I was printed and photographed when I entered Russia,” Karl provided.
“I know. Which is why the Agency had you come in as a Spanish exchange student. But when you traveled to Helsinki, you did so under a new passport. A Russian identity. That’s what has the GRU scrambling now. They’re not sure who you are. We just can’t let them know you’re an American.”
“That’s why the Agency had me come here as a Canadian.”
“Right. Now they might have burned your third identity on one mission.”
Karl leaned back and drank the last of his second beer. His father had an interesting take on this issue. And he wasn’t wrong. “So, now what?”
“A Russian officer was on your flight from Helsinki,” Jake said. “I’ll make sure he doesn’t follow you to Orlando.”
Dumbfounded, Karl’s mind swirled as he ran the faces of those on the flight through his mind.
* * *
Jake had done his best not to break the confidence of his son, while still bringing to light the seriousness of his predicament. Without a doubt, the Russians wanted Karl dead. Or at least they wanted a Spanish exchange student, who was probably much more than that, dead.
He had instructed his son what to do until his flight boarded. Most importantly, he wanted Karl to act like everyone else simply waiting for their flights. In other words, it was best to not try too hard to spot the Russian. The GRU or SVR officer would notice Karl searching.
But Jake had one thing going for him — the entire Icelandic Police force. With their help like sheep dogs directing a stray back home, Jake followed the man into the bathroom as he went in for one last relief before the Orlando flight. Behind Jake came the Icelandic Police, making sure nobody went in after Jake.
Pretending to pee, Jake waited for the Russian to finish and shake off.
As the Russian passed Jake to wash his hands, Jake swiftly attacked, placing the man in a sleeper hold. The smaller man struggled in Jake’s grasp, but would not pass out.
Suddenly a man came out of a toilet stall and stopped dead in his tracks. Jake shifted his head toward the door, so the man had enough sense to get the hell out of the men’s room in a hurry.
Finally, the Russian sunk into Jake’s arms, passing out. He set the man onto the floor and went to get the Icelandic Police officers, who rushed the man out as if he were having a medical emergency.
Jake wandered past the terminal gate for the Orlando flight. He smiled at his son and lifted his chin. Karl gave him an approving smirk and then went through the gate to his flight.
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Orlando, Florida
Karl went through customs as a Canadian citizen named Karl Konrad. After so many months playing other people, he was beginning to lose sight of his own identity. As he got to the baggage claim area, a tall black man in a suit that looked a few sizes too small stood with a sign that read, ‘Mr. Prufrock.’
“I’m Prufrock,” Karl said to the man.
“My ride is just outside the door,” the man in the suit said. “Do you have baggage?”
Karl slapped the side of his duffle. “Just this. I’m traveling light.”
Outside, they got into a black Cadillac Escalade with heavily tinted windows. It was warm out, but not oppressively so. Karl threw his bag into the back seat and got into the front passenger side. The inside of the SUV had tan leather seats, which still seemed cool from the AC.
The driver got in and found a large sealed envelope under the seat, which he handed to Karl before starting the engine.
“You need to open that now,” the driver said.
“I’m dead tired,” Karl protested.
“I got my orders, so you’re gonna get yours.” He put the vehicle in drive and pulled away from the arrivals area outside of baggage claim.
Karl opened the folder and found more documents. There was a Russian passport with the name Nikolai Markin. After burning that last name in Murmansk, the Agency had changed his last name but allowed him to keep his first name. Sweet. His Russian driver’s license put him from St. Petersburg. Smart, since he had spent a semester abroad studying there during his junior year at Notre Dame. He knew the city well. Also inside was a Russian credit card.
“That’s a prepaid visa with only a grand on it. So, don’t try to go crazy. You’ll need some different clothes for this heat. That leather jacket is too heavy.”
“What’s the plan for me?” Karl asked.
The driver glanced at him and smiled. “The Agency wants you to do some tourist shit for a couple of days as a Russian. Go visit Mickey and Donald. Drink some rum with little umbrellas.”
“And then?”
“That’s beyond my paygrade, dude.”
“You work here?”
“No. This is my home town. I work at Langley. They just handed me a package, showed me your photo, and told me to make a damn sign with that T.S. Eliot name on it. I’m just a software engineer. This is the most exciting thing that’s happened to me in five years.”
“Where are you bringing me?”
“The Magic Kingdom, baby. You’re getting the full Boris Yeltsin. Thank you very much. But first we’re going to the mall. You can’t check in from Russia with just that duffle bag.”
“Good point.”
The driver took him to one of those major anchor department stores, where Karl quickly bought a bunch of T-shirts and tropical button front shirts. He stuck with mostly long pants, but light cotton fabric. Luckily, he found a thin jacket that could eventually hide a concealed handgun. Then he was also able to find a simple black suitcase to shove everything into in the parking lot.
Back in the SUV again, Karl said, “Now where?”
“Your hotel.”
“What about a gun?”
“That wasn’t part of my deal.”
“But everyone has a gun in Florida.”
“Not Russian tourists.”
The driver drove him out to Disneyworld and dropped him off at the front door of one of the major hotels attached to the resort.
Karl thanked the man and got his bags before heading inside. He checked in using broken English with a Russian accent. Once he got to his room, he glanced out at the swimming pool below, realizing he had not bought a swim suit. Then he plopped down on the king-sized bed and immediately fell asleep.
* * *
When the phone buzzed in Karl’s jacket, he wasn’t quite sure what it was. He rolled over in the massive bed and found the phone inside his pocket. The room was almost completely dark, with the exception of a sliver of light between the curtains.
“Yeah,” Karl said.
“Hey. Did I wake you?” It was Roddy, his contact at the Agency.
“I think I might have been in a travel coma.”
Roddy laughed. “Get used to that feeling.”
“Can you tell me what I’m doing in Orlando?”
“You haven’t been debriefed on what happened in Murmansk, Helsinki and Iceland. Normally that happens in person here, but since you’re not coming in, we need to do it by secure SAT phone. Tell me you’re not with some hot hooker.”
“I’m not with a hooker. Do they have those here at Disneyworld?”
“Why do you think they call it the Magic Kingdom? Exactly. Anyway. Start with Murmansk. I will hit record in five seconds, so keep it clean for the bosses.”
Karl went through what he knew from his last debriefing. Although he was supposed to be in Murmansk for immersion to the language and culture, he had actually done some real espionage work, observing the Russian Naval Base some 27 kilometers north of the city. And then he had also been told to fly his drone over the waterfront that night in hopes to find out something about the heavy security presence around that train, which was caught at its source by satellite imagery.
“Murmansk must have been a cold hellhole,” Roddy surmised.
“Not much colder than upstate New York,” Karl said.
“So, you were able to get out of Murmansk, but had to burn your Russian identity. I hope you don’t mind your new name and background. I’ve uploaded your legend to a temporary folder, which will be deleted two hours after we end this call. So, learn it fast because it’s going away. Helsinki.”
Karl explained everything that had happened in the Finnish capital, with the exception of his sexual encounter with Hanna.
“The women in that area are hot,” Roddy said. “Sorry. Back to your debrief. Iceland.”
“Right.” Karl wasn’t sure how much he should say about that stop. Was his father supposed to be there officially? He hesitated to give up that info.
“What about the Russian man who was tailing you?” Roddy asked.
Time to come clean. “I fucked up. I should have caught the Russian on my flight from Helsinki. I was tired. But that’s no excuse.”
“No problem. He was a seasoned GRU officer.”
“What happened to him?”
“The Icelandic Police are still holding him.” Roddy laughed. “They’re questioning him about bogus cases. Something about the murder of a man in Gdansk, Poland. Understandably, the guy is denying anything to do with a murder that never happened. Your father is quite the agent of deception.”
So, they knew about Jake Adams, Karl’s father, being helpful in Iceland. Karl thought his father might have just been blowing smoke about his involvement. But, of course, how would he have even known about Karl’s flight if the Agency hadn’t told him.
“Yeah, he’s quite a piece of work.”
“Jake Adams is a legend, man. And you’ve got his DNA coursing through your veins.”
“I could probably get you his autograph,” Karl said.
“Seriously?”
“Next time I see him.” How the hell was he ever going to live up to that man’s reputation? “Where do I go from here?”
“You’re still in the game, Karl. We want you to follow this through to completion.”
“What does that look like?”
“We’re tracking the ship from Murmansk,” Roddy said. “It’s currently tracking south, but along a strange trajectory if they plan to bring the shipment to Africa. That’s why we put you in Florida. There are direct flights to Africa from Miami.”
“I’m in Orlando,” Karl reminded him.
“I know. But Iceland doesn’t have direct flights to Miami. We’ll get you down there once we know where the ship is going for sure.”
“What do I do until then?”
“Work on your tan.”
With that, his contact at the Agency clicked off and Karl sat up in the bed. Swell. He could think of worse places to hang out. Like Murmansk.
First things first, though. He disrobed and went for a long, hot shower.
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Oranjestad, Aruba
After hanging low in Orlando for a few days, Karl had been directed to fly to the island nation of Aruba two days ago. While in Orlando, he had gone to a bank and rented a safe deposit box, where he stashed some of his old passports and other identification. Now if anyone stopped him for any reason, he would only have a key to an unknown box in an unknown place.
Darkness was almost complete as the sun slowly sunk over the Caribbean, with the sky displaying various shades of blues and oranges. He stood out on his fifth-floor balcony of one of the major hotel resort complexes on the north end of the island, in the Palm Beach area, with a near-perfect view of the pool below and the sea beyond that.
Karl was damn near bored out of his mind. There was a lot to do in Orlando if one liked hokey rides and obnoxious tourists. But he had spent most of his time either in his room, at poolside drinking beer and rum, thanks to his father for those habits, or in the hotel bar on the ground floor.
By the time he had gotten to Aruba, he was nearly done with sun and sand. He was actually thinking somewhat favorably about the cold and snow of northern climates again. Somewhat.
He got a text he was waiting for, and he went back into his room, closing the balcony door behind him. His contact would be coming to his door within a few seconds. He acknowledged with a quick message.
The Dutch were the unofficial overlords of Aruba, but America had its consulate on the nearby island of Curacao. An attache from that consulate had been dispatched by the Agency to meet Karl at his room.
After a light knock on the door, Karl looked through the peep and saw a man with a short high and tight haircut wearing an obnoxiously colorful tropical shirt with pink flamingos.
Karl opened the door and waited to see an I.D. from the man, who was waiting for that request. Mister Bill Evans wore long shorts and sandals. If it were not for the hair, the guy would have looked like a normal tourist.
“Come on in, Bill,” Karl said. Once the man passed, Karl glanced back out into the hall before closing and locking his door.
The attache was actually carrying an attache case over his shoulder, which he took off now and set on the bed.
“Army?” Karl asked.
“How’d you guess?”
“I did a little time there myself,” Karl said. “What do you have for me?”
Bill smiled and unzipped the attache bag. He pulled out a small handgun. “Glock Forty-Three in nine mil, with two extra magazines.” The army officer cleared the gun by dropping the magazine and racking the slide back, locking it open. Then he handed the gun to Karl.
Karl took the gun from him and felt it in his hand. It was a newer subcompact carry version of the more popular Glock 17 and 19 models. But the 17 held 17 rounds of 9mm, while the 19 held only 15 rounds. The 43 held only six rounds plus one in the chamber.
“You only have the standard magazines?” Karl asked.
“Afraid so,” Bill said. “Everything is standard.”
“What about the rounds?”
Bill smiled and dug into his bag. “A little support here. Two boxes of twenty-five, hundred and fifteen grain, Hornady FTX Critical Defense rounds.”
“That should do,” Karl said. “What else do you have?”
The attache dumped the rest of the contents on the bed. There was a small double-edged tactical knife with a three-inch out the front switch blade, and a tactical pen.
The envelope that came out was water proof.
“Be careful with the contents of the envelope,” Bill said. “The paper is water-soluble. Read it after I leave and flush it down the toilet.”
Karl shook his head. “Why the hell did you guys use this kind of paper in a tropical climate?”
Bill raised his hands. “They don’t trust me with these decisions. I’m just a hired grunt.” Then he took out his phone and texted someone. Without looking up at Karl, he said, “I have one more gift for you. You’re gonna really thank me for this one.”
There was another knock on the door. Bill raised a finger, saying he’d get the door.
A woman came in wearing a yellow flowered sun dress and sandals, pulling a large carry-on bag. When she brushed her fingers through her hair, Karl finally realized who it was.
“Maya?” Karl asked. He was suddenly floored and confused.
Bill said, “Looks like you two have some shit to work out. My job is done here.” The army officer left the two of them alone in the hotel room.
His entire reality ran through his mind. The last time he had seen Maya Volkova was in Murmansk.
“What the hell is going on?” Karl asked in Russian.
“I speak English quite well,” she said. This was the first time he had heard her speak English, and she had a minor hint of Russian accent. Very sexy. But still confusing.
“I don’t understand,” he said.
“I’m the reason you came to Murmansk in the first place,” she explained. “I was there already keeping track of the Russian northern fleet.”
“That’s where you would always go when I couldn’t find you?” he asked.
“Most of the time. I wanted to tell you, but was told not to break cover.”
“You’re an Agency officer?”
She pointed at the envelope on the bed. “You must read that.”
Karl picked up the envelope and ripped it open, retrieving two pieces of paper. The first page ordered Karl to work with Maya Volkova, although he would be in charge, since she was a recruited agent and not an official Agency officer. The second page gave a quick background on Maya, from her upbringing in St. Petersburg until age 12, through her childhood in Marquette, Michigan, and then to her recruitment as an agent of the CIA at age 20 in her senior year of college at Michigan State.
He quickly memorized everything the Agency had on her before going into the bathroom and throwing the pages in the toilet. They were nearly dissolved by the time he hit the flush lever.
When Karl came back out into the bedroom area, Maya was sitting on a chair with her legs crossed.
“You fucked me,” Karl said. “Was that part of your job?”
“No. I was told just to keep track of you to make sure you were alright. Nothing more.”
“I thought we had something nice,” he said. “Now I find out you just played my ass.”
“It wasn’t like that, Karl.”
He gave her a double-take. “Karl?”
“I was just briefed on your real first name. Do you prefer Niko? Or perhaps Nicolai Markin?”
The Agency trusted her enough to give her his real name and his new identity. That had to mean something. But could he ever truly trust her again? Could he continue to despise what she had done? After all, he had also lived a lie in Murmansk, pretending to be a Spanish college grad student while he immersed himself in Russian culture and language.
She came to him as she had in the past, rubbing the back of her hand along his jaw line. “I’m sorry. If it’s any consolation, I was the one who recommended that you had completed your immersion. You are a native speaker. You can blend completely into Russian society.”
Good to know, he thought. But it would take more than kind words to soothe the sting of betrayal she had inflicted upon him.
The Agency, in their infinite wisdom, had tied his success with this woman he thought he knew. “Is your name really Maya?” he asked.
“Yes. Maya Volkova. As I said, I was already in place in Murmansk when they decided to send you there. And to set the record straight, I actually thought you were from Spain. Bravo for that ruse.”
So, they had both been used by the Agency. His mind tracked to Maya’s background, and Karl had an interesting thought. “What do they have on you?”
“What do you mean?” Her eyes shifted away from his gaze.
“You know what I mean,” he said sternly.
A tear formed at the corner of her right eye and streaked down her high cheek bone. She wiped away the moisture and said, “I did some things in my youth that I’m not proud of.”
For now, he let her slide. But he would get more information eventually. He needed to know her motivation. Nobody worked as an agent for the CIA without a good reason.
The two of them slept that evening in the same large bed, not even touching at any time during the night.
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Queen Beatrix International Airport, Aruba
The flight from Toronto had gotten into the island a little later than expected in the afternoon, making Sergei Zubov a bit agitated. Wearing a suit in this heat was not a good idea, but it fit his cover as a Russian oil executive. He glanced at his young associate, Polina Kotova, who wore a form-fitted blue dress showing off every curve in her luscious body as she watched the carousel whir past with dozens of bags. Her red hair, a bit disheveled now from nearly twenty-four hours of travel from Moscow, flowed down past her strong shoulders. The humid sea air seemed to be winning the battle, puffing her thick locks to a new level. He had no idea how she could wear those high heels for so long, but they did help accentuate her fine legs and butt. Polina’s body was her best weapon, and she knew better than anyone Sergei had ever worked with how to use it to her advantage. Yet, she had also refused his advances more times than he wanted to remember. Enough so that he had stopped trying almost a year ago. Now, Polina was playing the part of his personal assistant with the oil company.
He watched his young associate bend over to pick her small bag from the carousel and nearly every male head shifted to take a look. Yeah, she knew exactly what she was doing.
Polina walked over to Sergei, whose bag was one of the first to come around the carousel, and smiled at him. “Are we ready?” They had decided to speak English for now. At least in public.
They rented a car and drove to their hotel on the north side of the island in the Palm Beach area.
* * *
Maya was still not sure how Karl felt about her. She had tried not to say something stupid in the past twenty hours that they had been together, but she felt like she was walking on eggshells around him. He wouldn’t even touch her. Yet, they had been so close in Murmansk. Had made love almost daily during the last month they were together in Russia. She understood how he would feel betrayed. It wasn’t like the Agency had been one hundred percent upfront with their information on Karl, either.
They were in a holding pattern now. So, she made the most of it, saying she would meet Karl poolside that afternoon. Although it was the heat of the day, the clouds above gave them a little relief for periods of time.
She walked out from the hotel wearing a bikini, covered with a light wrap, and picked up a white towel as she approached Karl, who was already lounging poolside wearing a colorful blue and white patterned swim suit.
Maya tried to smile as she approached, but it probably came off a bit strained. Then she set her towel on the chair next to Karl and took off the wrap, exposing her body to him. She couldn’t tell if she had gotten his attention, since he wore mirrored sun glasses. For all she knew, he was sleeping.
Unsure and unsettled, Maya sat and then stretched out on her back on the white lounge chair. “You’re getting a nice tan,” she said in English.
“I spent some time in the sun in Florida before coming here,” Karl said. “You still have Murmansk skin.” A smirk seeped out the side of his mouth.
“So, you are still a man. You do notice things.”
“I miss nothing, Maya.” Karl glanced about the sparsely populated pool area. “We’re on the move first thing in the morning. Dark thirty.”
“It’s about time. What’s the plan?”
“They think things are shifting a bit in our direction, which is why we’re here in Aruba in the first place.”
Maya lowered her sun glasses as she considered what Karl just said. “They can’t think the ship will come here.”
“No,” Karl said. “Perhaps a little to the south of us.”
She knew exactly what this meant. Venezuela was the only possible location. “Have you heard everything that’s going on there?”
“Not really. Just from my briefings and the sparse news casts. I know that the people are pissed and marching in the streets for change. That’s never a good thing.”
“People have a right to complain,” she said. “My father was killed for speaking out. My mother took me first to Estonia and then to America. My family has suffered.”
Karl seemed like he was about to say something, but he restrained himself. Then, finally, he said, “I didn’t mean to imply that they shouldn’t complain. I just meant that it never seems to end well in repressive countries.”
“I see.” And she could not disagree with him. “What do we do until morning?”
He lifted a glass from the table between their chairs and sucked down the last of the liquid until the ice cubes slapped his lips. “I think I’ll have another rum and coke.”
She joined him with one drink before deciding she needed to get out of the sun or she would end up burned. Maya got up to leave and stopped. “I’m going to the room to shower and then maybe take a nap.”
“I’ll be up soon,” he said.
Maya was hoping he would take the hint and join her in the shower. But she guessed they would need to work on their relationship a little more first.
Wandering into the hotel, she passed a woman with a perfect body in a blue skimpy bikini, her red hair pulled back into a ponytail. The woman’s eyes seemed to scrutinize Maya as she passed and went out to the pool.
* * *
It had taken everything in Karl’s power to not react when Maya took the wrap off and exposed her gorgeous body. Sure, he had remembered just how special she was when they made love in Murmansk, but this was different for some reason. Now that body had been on display for other men to see.
As these thoughts lingered in his mind, a perfect body wrapped in a tiny blue bikini strut out and sat down directly across the pool from Karl. Her breasts were perhaps a little out of proportion to her narrow hips, but he wouldn’t hold that against her. No, she was a normal human masquerading as a potential supermodel. Or the other way around.
He tried not to stare but was failing miserably. At least he had the mirrored glasses to cut down on the lechery.
This woman barely sat down before getting up and stepping to the edge of the deep end, adjusting her bikini over her fine-tuned butt, and then diving perfectly into the pool and swimming underwater for half the length of the pool. When she rose to the surface, she pushed some loose hair from her eyes and rolled onto her back, exposing her breasts like a shark on the hunt.
Karl had been so preoccupied watching this woman that he had not noticed a man approach and stand near his chair.
“She’s something to behold,” the older man said.
“What?” Karl asked, glancing at the man now. He was late forties or perhaps fifty, but still in decent shape. His hairy chest had a few touches of gray. Yet, his three-day old beard was raven black.
“My assistant,” the man said. “She is extraordinary.”
Karl caught a slight accent, and he was pretty sure this was Russian. Slavic for sure. They both watched now as the woman got out of the water at the low end and shook her hair off like an animal coming out of a swim in a river. Then she strolled back to her side of the pool and waved at her boss before sitting down again.
“How do you work with someone like that and not tap it?” Karl asked.
“It is hard,” the man said.
“I imagine so. If you have a wife, I would guess she doesn’t like you traveling on vacation with a hottie like that.”
“I’m divorced, and it had nothing to do with this woman,” the man said. “Besides, this woman is all business. You have now seen as much of her as I have.”
Karl picked up his phone as if it buzzed. He cupped his hand as if shielding it from the sun and touched off a couple of buttons before shaking his head and returning the phone to the table next to his empty drink.
“The office?”
“Afraid not. The girlfriend looking for a little afternoon attention.”
“Don’t make her wait. Neglect is why I divorced. Too much travel for business.”
Perfect opening. “What business are you in?”
“Oil. I’m on the ABC islands to work out storage and distribution contracts from our fields in Venezuela to Europe.”
“Interesting,” Karl said. “I’m with an American oil company. We’re looking at getting back into that market. As you can probably guess, they don’t like us much down there. We’re hoping the Dutch will help with our relations.”
The Russian gave Karl a critical glare. “Then we are enemies, I guess.”
“Competitors,” Karl corrected.
“Right. English is not my first language.” Then the man said in Russian, “But I would guess that you already know this fact.”
Karl shrugged and said, “Is that Russian?”
“Yes. Do you speak any languages?”
“I barely understand the people of Louisiana,” Karl joked.
The Russian pointed at Karl. “I have been there. And you are right. They have an interesting accent.”
Picking up his phone, Karl then stood up and reached out his hand. The two men shook hands without exchanging names, or having to lie any more with this conversation. “Good luck,” Karl said and started to walk away.
“Just a minute,” the Russian said. “Would you like to meet us for dinner tonight. I promise we won’t talk too much business.”
Smiling, Karl said, “Sure.”
“The restaurant here is very good. Seven?”
“That works.”
He walked off and went into the lobby area. Before going upstairs, he texted Roddy at the Agency and attached a photo of the Russian he had just encountered. He had a feeling what he would discover, though.
As he walked to the bank of elevators, he considered the timing of his oil company ruse. That morning the Agency had developed a plan for them to go to Venezuela as oil workers for a Houston company.
It didn’t take the Agency long to get back with him. Karl got a text as he was getting off the elevator. The man he had just met was named Sergei Zubov, a high ranking SVR officer. Coming through with the text was a photo of a very attractive red-headed woman, asking if she was with Zubov. If so, she was his partner. A woman named Polina Kotova. Warning. Both were experienced and deadly. Be careful.
Karl texted Roddy with a smiley face, saying he was eating dinner with the couple that evening.
Opening the door electronically, Karl wandered into their bedroom. It was dark in the room, but light enough to see the fan above the bed slowly turning. Laying on the bed, completely naked, was Maya.
“I should shower,” Karl said.
Maya moved across the sheets seductively. “After. Take me now.”
How could he say no to her?
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San Juan, Puerto Rico
The new Arleigh Burke class destroyer cruised slowly out to sea, the lights of Old San Juan coming up on the starboard side, and the 16th Century Castle lit by amber lights off the starboard bow. Swarms of massive frigate birds circled overhead like pterodactyls hunting for prey.
The USS John M. McGrath (DDG-129) was the newest ship in the Fourth Fleet, homeported out of Naval Station Mayport, Florida. Her shakedown cruise was completed the previous summer and she was now on her maiden voyage, a short cruise from Florida to South America. The boat was named after Mike McGrath, who had been shot down in his A-4 over North Vietnam in 1967, and housed in the infamous Hanoi Hilton until all prisoners of war were released in 1973. McGrath returned to duty and became commanding officer of VA-97, flying the A-7E. He eventually retired as a captain.
Sitting in the captain’s chair was Commander Randy Wockovich. The McGrath was his first command, but he was cautious leaving San Juan. Less than a year ago, he was the executive officer on another destroyer when it had a minor incident with a civilian craft, which left only minimal damage to the destroyer, but it killed one crew member and injured a couple more on a fishing vessel. As the XO on that boat, Wockovich was cleared of all wrongdoing, as was the captain, but his old boss was still riding a desk until retirement. Wockovich had no intention of early retirement. He was just getting started.
Wockovich was a slight man, a marathon runner, from a prominent Naval family. His father retired as a four-star admiral. His brother was a vice admiral in San Diego, and his sister was a captain currently stationed at the Pentagon. Normally self-assured, if not cocky, Wockovich had lost some of his mojo since the accident. After all, he had been near the top of his class at the Naval Academy, the pedigree for greatness, and had distinguished himself in every way possible as he rose through the ranks in the Navy.
His executive officer had the deck and conn taking them out this evening. Lt. Commander Rita Carlson was nearly the diametric opposite of Wockovich. Rita had grown up on a ranch in Wyoming. She also attended the Naval Academy a couple of classes behind the captain, but her family had no Naval tradition. She traced her heritage as far back as the U.S. Cavalry, which helped tame the west in the 1800s. One evening she told Wockovich that she had been riding horses since she could sit upright in a saddle. At five-six and a hundred and thirty pounds of mostly muscle, he imagined she could still wrangle horses for a living. But she had chosen the sea.
Shortly they cruised past the breakwater and into open water. The captain rose from his chair and the bridge crew went through a series of commands changing control of the boat from the XO to the Officer of the Deck.
“This is Lieutenant Jones. I have the deck and the conn.”
The captain and the XO left the bridge and went out to a starboard catwalk. A number of sailors manned the rails informally, and watched as they cruised along the north shore of Puerto Rico, the lights from the city shimmering off the water. They had been forced to pull out of port a day early, and that never sat well with naval crews.
The captain glanced sideways at his XO to his left and said, “What’s the scuttlebutt from the ship’s company?”
Rita shrugged. “Same old, same old. Truthfully, I think most were ready to get back out to sea. Running low on money.”
“The eagle doesn’t shit for another week,” the captain said.
The XO turned toward the captain. “And they gave us no indication of our mission?”
“You heard what I heard. They gave us the coordinates and orders to steam. That’s it.”
“I’ve checked the charts,” she said. “There’s nothing at that location. No land. Nothing.”
“Then it has to be a rendezvous with another ship,” the captain said. “I’m sure we’ll know more soon.”
“DEFCON hasn’t changed. So, that’s a good thing.”
Commander Wockovich thought the same thing, but he also knew that the Navy didn’t just pull a boat from liberty early for no reason. “Something’s up, Rita. And I don’t like it. Come up with a good story for the crew.”
“I’ve thought about that,” she said. “We could say that pirates have taken a merchant ship.” Rita tried to hold back a smile.
“That might actually work. And it ties in with the whole Pirates of the Caribbean motif.”
“For once I could actually start the scuttlebutt,” she said. “See how it spreads.”
“Make it so. It’s best if you speak with another officer and have a petty officer overhear the conversation.”
They both said the name ‘Miller’ almost simultaneously. Petty Officer Second Class Miller was a first-class gossip. That was a nice way of saying he was the biggest bullshit artist in the Fourth Fleet. The man had a wild-ass theory about damn near everything that happened on the McGrath. But Miller also got shit done, the captain thought. If he needed a shipment of lobster from Maine, Miller would not just get the shipment, but he would come in under budget — probably keeping a little extra for himself.
“Make sure all personal comms have been shut down,” he ordered.
“Aye, aye.”
The captain watched his XO head back through the hatch. He was damn glad he had Rita on his team. She wasn’t much to look at, considering her nose had been broken more than once in her youth as a Golden Gloves boxer, but she made up with her can-do attitude and complete competence. She was a tough young broad, having been a barrel racer in high school. More than that, she was smart. And he would take brains over beauty any day.
Wockovich cast his gaze upon the dwindling lights of Puerto Rico, thinking wistfully about what could have been that evening in port. The officers had been scheduled to go out for food and drinks in Old San Juan. Now, they would have to settle for a makeshift evening mess.
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Aruba
Karl and Maya were set to meet with the Russians for dinner in the hotel restaurant. Maya looked nice in her sun dress, her tan already starting to take hold. Karl wore cargo shorts, which were a little baggy to allow him to conceal his Glock in a neoprene sleeve at the small of his back and covered by an equally baggy tropical shirt with a nautical theme.
As they sat and waited for the Russians, Karl said, “Remember. No Russian.”
“They will hear my accent.”
“No getting around that,” he said. “Make them bring it up, though. If they press the issue, only give them your youth and mention nothing about Murmansk.”
“I know. We’ve talked about this. Here they come.”
Karl turned to see the Russians. His eyes first caught a glimpse of the woman, Polina Kotova. Wow. She was also wearing a sun dress, but her breasts overflowed the top and wanted to come out to play. Her red hair flowed over strong shoulders with each graceful step she took toward them.
Introductions all around. First names only. Karl and Maya used these names, and the Russians actually used Sergei and Polina. Then they took seats and viewed menus.
Maya said nothing for a while, letting Karl and Sergei do most of the talking, which consisted of ordering drinks and the weather. She looked nervous, her eyes inadvertently shifting toward the older Russian man. Was she interested in him? He had sort of a distinguished, rough appearance, Karl thought. Much like that of his own father. Polina seemed to constantly check out Karl, which was a little disconcerting to him, knowing some of her background. She was a killer, after all. Karl guessed the only place this woman could carry a gun would be in her small purse, and that would have to be a small pocket pistol in.380 or less.
Karl and Sergei ate steaks and the women had fish. For drinks, they all stuck to beer.
Remembering back on his training, Karl thought about the approach these two Russians had made. If the hot woman had approached him at the pool, Karl would have been suspicious from the start. So, Sergei had made the first contact, using the woman as bait. Polina used her sexuality like a pedophile used candy to draw in children. And she was damn good.
“How long have you two been together?” Polina asked, her eyes focused on Karl.
“About five months,” Karl said. The truth.
“How about you and Sergei?” Maya asked Polina.
Polina smiled, showing off her only imperfection, teeth that could have used braces. “We are not together. Sergei is my boss.”
“Oh, I’m sorry,” Maya said with mock sincerity. “I guess I just assumed.”
Polina spoke Russian now, roughly saying that Maya wanted to sleep with Sergei. But she used a crude derogatory form of Russian.
Maya took a slow sip of beer while Karl nudged his knee against her thigh. “That sounded like an old saying of some kind,” Maya said.
“Based on your accent,” Polina said, “I assumed you spoke Russian.”
“I assumed, based on your appearance, that you would be a total bitch,” Maya said in Russian. Then she switched to English and said, “I guess we were both right.”
Sergei raised his hands and said, “Time out, time out. There is a saying in Russia. What do you get when two beautiful women get all dressed up? Chaos or a cat fight. Or both.”
Karl wasn’t sure what to say. But he knew he had to get the conversation back on track. These Russians were here for a reason, and it had nothing to do with oil exploration.
“Maybe we should talk about something boring, like oil,” Karl provided.
Sergei waved his hand at Karl. “No way. We talk about that all day. I say we do something exciting.”
Polina raised her brows and seemed interested now.
“What do you have in mind?” Maya asked.
“The best way to see an island is on a boat,” Sergei said. “Especially on an evening like this.”
Karl’s mind immediately drifted back to the last time he had gotten in a boat with Russian intelligence officers on a lake bordering Estonia. They had tried to kill him, and he only escaped by jumping overboard. Then he was stuck on an island on that lake in the freezing cold until his father came and rescued him days later.
“Sounds great,” Karl lied.
The Russians picked up dinner. Thanks Kremlin, Karl thought.
Then the four of them walked out past the swimming pool to the beach, where Sergei had arranged for a boat. A skinny Dutch-looking blond man helped them aboard this power boat. It was a sleek pleasure craft over twenty feet long, with padded seats in the bow and in a half circle in the stern.
Sergei took a seat behind the wheel. Polina sat on a bench just behind him. And Karl and Maya took seats on the port side.
Maya grasped his hand and nuzzled at his neck, whispering, “Are you sure about this?”
She didn’t know that Karl knew these Russians were SVR intelligence officers, but her instincts had kicked in. She was concerned, he could tell.
Karl kissed her on the lips and whispered back, “It will be fine.”
Sergei backed the boat from the beach far enough to turn the boat out toward open water. Then he turned and smiled at Karl and Maya before power up and leveling off the boat.
They cruised down the coast to the east toward Oranjestad, keeping about a half mile off shore. As they moved slowly through the night, the bright lights of the resorts reflected off the calm water to their left.
The Russian woman was struggling with her hair, which flew back and then into her face. Maya noticed this and went across the boat to sit next to Polina. Digging inside her small purse, Maya found a hair tie and helped the other woman put her red locks into a ponytail. They spoke a little in Russian, but Karl couldn’t discern their words.
For some reason, Maya remained on the side with Polina, the two women seeming to get over their initial rivalry. They were so close that Karl was getting a little aroused thinking of them together.
Sergei glanced back at the women and then to Karl. The Russian smiled and gave the boat some more gas.
The surge forced Polina into Maya’s arms, her large breasts hitting Maya in the face.
That made Sergei smile even more. Polina flipped her fellow Russian the bird, the universal nonverbal language.
Soon they came upon the downtown area. Sergei slowed the boat to an idle and turned the bow toward the open sea before shutting down the motor.
Maya turned toward the downtown. “It’s beautiful,” she said.
“Yes, it is,” Sergei agreed, but he seemed to be looking at both women and not the shore.
Standing up, Polina said, “Let’s go for a swim.” Then, without an answer, she stripped down naked and dove into the water. Moments later she came out of the water and pushed a few strands of wet hair back from her face.
“You’re crazy,” Maya said. “There are probably sharks out there.”
“That is the exciting part,” Polina said. “Come on. Karl, what about you? Don’t be a little girl.”
Karl considered doing so, but he had concealed his handgun at the small of his back. Plus, he didn’t trust these Russians.
In the end, Polina swam alone, her body rising out of the water visible through the reflection from the city lights. Finally, she came aboard with a hand from Maya, who had found a towel under one of the benches to hand to the SVR officer. But Polina was not shy about showing off her superb body, which she toweled off sensuously before stepping back into her tight dress.
“All right,” Sergei said. “Now I need to show you something.” He started the motor and slowly picked up speed, heading toward the southeast side of the island. Since the island of Aruba was only 20 miles long, it took them only about ten minutes to travel less than five miles before Sergei slowed the boat and let the craft float.
Karl checked out the industrial area here, a stark contrast to the high-end hotel resorts on the northwest end of Aruba.
Sergei ran his hand toward the oil storage tanks and the oil refinery. “Most tourists don’t even know that Aruba is a major oil storage production facility. The island is like a huge gas station pretending to be a beach paradise. And this is just the beginning. Soon, the north shore will give way to even more oil production. We are only thirty kilometers from Venezuela, which holds the largest oil reserves in the world.”
Karl had to admit to himself that he was one of those blind to the island’s oil charms until he got this assignment. He had been playing catch-up the last few days understanding both the oil industry and its relationship to the ABC islands of Aruba, Bonaire and Curacao. But what was Sergei’s point of showing him this. “So, the Russian company you represent will sign a deal here? Why not just deal directly with the Venezuelans?”
Sergei laughed and said, “Have you seen what is going on in that country? They can’t even feed their people. The people are marching in the street and burning down their own country.”
Other than the protests, Karl guessed Sergei could have been talking about mother Russia until recently. “Good point,” Karl said.
“What about the company you represent?” Sergei asked.
“What about them?”
“You are in Aruba for a reason,” Sergei reminded Karl.
Before Karl could answer him, he noticed a boat approaching them from shore. This was strange, considering the fact that the piers here were designed for oil ships and not pleasure craft. As the boat came closer, it suddenly picked up speed and swung around them. He saw the two gunmen just as the muzzle flashes broke through the night darkness, followed by the crack of gunfire.
All four of them instinctively hit the deck. Karl pulled his gun and returned fire with three shots as the boat continued its circle around them. His shots forced the gunmen in the other boat to take cover.
“Get us the hell out of here,” Karl yelled to Sergei.
The Russian got behind the wheel, shoved the throttle all the way forward, and the boat surged toward the open sea. Crouching low, Sergei quickly turned the wheel to the right and their boat exposed only the bottom to their pursuit boat. Finally, their boat leveled off and powered forward at top speed.
Karl was crouched low at the stern, his gun pointed at the other boat, which seemed to be keeping pace with them. He looked back at the women and asked, “Are you two alright?”
Maya nodded, a concerned look on her face. Polina seemed to be unfazed, or something else. Perhaps turned on?
More flashes came from the boat behind them. Karl returned fire, emptying the last of his rounds into the night air and not sure if he had hit anything. He replaced his empty magazine with a full one from his pocket and let the slide shove a round into the chamber. Now he had just six rounds left. He would have to use them sparingly.
Maya put her hand on her purse and Karl shook his head. She had the same gun with two full magazines, but Karl didn’t want the Russians to know she was armed. At least not until he was sure they had no other choice.
But that wouldn’t be necessary. After Karl’s last salvo of bullets, the boat pursuing them suddenly slowed to a halt and simply turned around and gave up the chase.
Sergei glanced back and seemed to have a smirk on his face. “I guess the Dutch don’t like just anyone observing their oil facilities. Good thing you were armed.”
Yeah, right, Karl thought. He was thinking the same thing.
Now the Russian slowed the boat and continued back, past the Aruban capital, toward their hotel.
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Karl and Maya got back to their hotel room by ten p.m. The Russians wanted to continue to party, but Maya made an excuse to get them out of it.
While Maya took a shower to get rid of the salt spray, Karl got on his SAT phone and talked with his guy at the Agency, Roddy, explaining his contact with the Russians.
Laughing, Roddy said, “Sounds like the SVR is up to the old KGB tactics.”
He was thinking the same thing. “You mean get close, challenge, and see how I respond?”
“You caught that?” Roddy asked.
“Yeah, and I’m afraid I fell right into their ruse,” he said. “Instincts are a bitch to overcome.”
“That they are,” Roddy agreed. “Is Maya there with you?”
“In the shower.”
“Nice. I’ve met her. Very nice.”
“What’s your point?”
“Officers in the field get all the perks.”
“Right. Like getting shot at.”
“Well, there’s that. Anyway, per your mission briefing, you’ll continue as a husband and wife. We’ve arranged transportation for tomorrow morning at zero six hundred from the commercial pier in downtown Oranjestad. A fishing vessel called the Maria Teresa.”
“Wait, what? Where are we going?”
“Venezuela,” Roddy said. “We think the Russians are making a major move in that country. Trying to capitalize on the discontent.”
That made a lot of sense, Karl thought. Especially in light of his conversation with Sergei that evening. Although the man was a dangerous SVR officer pretending to be an oil company official, perhaps there was some truth to their conversation. “How does this relate to the ship from Murmansk?”
“We believe the ship is heading to Venezuela,” Roddy said.
“Where is it now?”
“Still out in the Atlantic heading south. But much too far west to track toward Africa. Anyway, your contact is an oil industry consultant.”
“An Agency man?”
“That’s sexist. It could be a woman.”
“Is it?”
“No. But it could have been.”
Roddy gave him the name of his contact, or at least his fake name. Then he said Karl would get a secure text soon with the man’s picture and cover story, and he cut the call short.
Karl walked around the room and stepped closer to the bathroom door. Maya was really taking her time in the shower. Then he went back and sat on the bed as a text came into his phone. He looked and saw a picture of his contact. The image lingered for about thirty seconds before going away. The text that accompanied the image would hold to his phone only long enough for him to memorize the data, which was almost not enough time.
The shower still ran hard in the background. Something wasn’t right. He set his phone down and stripped down naked. He also needed a shower, but needed to make that phone call first. Then he went into the bathroom. By now steam filled the bathroom, making it almost impossible to see anything.
Karl went to the shower and found Maya sitting on the floor in a near-fetal position, with hot water pummeling her head and naked body.
“Are you alright, Maya?” he asked.
She didn’t respond. She seemed to be sobbing.
“Is this about the gunfire tonight?” he asked.
Her head seemed to nod ever so slightly.
Karl then went into the shower to comfort her. He held her until she finally held him back and let her sob against his shoulder. He had been shot at too many times to count while a soldier. The first time had been disconcerting and disturbing. Subsequently, that eventually changed to acceptance. Friends had been hit and died in front of him, and that was even worse than when he was hit himself. After he was wounded, he had a feeling not of pain from the bullet, but of how he would be letting down his team by not being there with them until he healed. Would others die because of his absence? Karl guessed that Maya was in that initial stage of trying to understand the fragility of life.
Later, once Maya settled down, the two of them lay in the dark room under the covers, the overhead fan breathing cool air down onto them.
“You don’t seem to have a problem with people shooting at you, Karl,” she said.
His eyes had adjusted by now, and the room wasn’t quite as dark as it had first seemed to him. He could see her face now in shadows.
“I’m sure a shrink would have a field day with this,” he said. “But I believe that well-trained people can find balance in almost any situation.”
“Balance?”
“Understanding, perhaps.”
Even in the darkness she looked confused.
He continued, “I spent some time in the Army getting shot at by the enemy. It didn’t happen every day while I was on my deployments, but it happened enough to make you think it could happen at any moment. In my world, there’s good and evil. It’s black and white. Not much gray area.” Karl remembered his father telling him this recently, and he had adopted it as his own.
“But this was simply a boat ride,” she said with despair. “Life was so much easier in Murmansk.”
“You mean deceiving me?” he asked, and immediately wished he had not.
She slapped his bare chest hard. “I was doing my job. And you also deceived me.”
He knew she had a point. “Alright. Let’s remember Murmansk for the good times.”
“But not the cold.”
“Not the cold.”
After a long pause, she asked, “Where do we go from here?”
He explained what he had heard from the Agency, leaving out most of the details.
“That’s just a little more than six hours from now,” she said. “You need to make love to me.”
Karl was already hard. “Way ahead of you.” He rolled onto her and she drew him into her wetness. They moved together under the fan in the Aruban hotel, until they were both satisfied. Then they lay together in an embrace. Maya fell asleep first, and Karl pulled himself from her grasp.
He stared up at the fan and considered everything that had happened since Murmansk, through to the events of the evening. Karl wondered what his father would do under these circumstances. Probably exactly what he was doing.
What the hell were the Russians up to? Why potentially provoke a confrontation at this time? He thought about a chess board, and how a great player didn’t just think many moves ahead of his opponent, he would bait his opposition by moving a high-value piece into a vulnerable position — perhaps to be taken by a pawn. Once the other player took the bait, the chess master would move in for the kill, anticipating every potential move. He just hoped like hell he wasn’t the useful pawn.
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Aboard the USS John M. McGrath (DDG-129)
500 Nautical Miles Southeast of Bermuda
Lt. Commander Rita Carlson woke to the sound of Waylon Jennings singing I’ve Always Been Crazy. She skipped the shower for now, since she had to work out down in the hangar bay for at least a half hour. After twenty minutes, she was beating the crap out of a heavy bag, sweating like a junkie going cold turkey, when she noticed the hatch open and the captain heading her way. She continued her relentless pounding until he stopped and stared at her, as if he noticed for the first time that she was not a delicate society woman that he was used to from the east coast.
She gave one last right cross and then hugged the bag. “You want a go at this?” she asked the captain.
Commander Wockovich laughed. “Afraid not, Rita. We have to talk. My cabin.” He started to leave but stopped. “Shower first.”
No, shit, she thought. “Aye, aye, captain.”
“Smart ass,” he mumbled and left again through the hatch.
Rita took a quick Navy shower and threw on her Navy blue digital camo BDUs. She was forced to quickly braid her blonde hair and pull it up to the back of her head while still wet. Then she went next door to the captain’s quarters.
Commander Wockovich was at his desk viewing something on his laptop. But he lowered the cover and turned his chair to her. “Take a seat, Rita.”
She pulled up a spare gray metal chair and took a seat. “What’s up, sir?”
“We’re alone. You can call me Randy.”
She knew that. He had told her the same thing since she came aboard the McGrath months ago. But she had been taught long before the Navy to use sir with her superiors. She simply nodded agreement.
“We just got word from Fourth Fleet about our mission,” the captain said. When she said nothing, he continued, “We’re to rendezvous with a Russian merchant ship at the coordinates they gave us.”
This was surprising. Especially since they were in the middle of the southern North Atlantic. “What’s the point?”
“They haven’t given us all the details yet,” he said. “The ship departed Murmansk destined for Sao Tome and Principe off the central African coast.”
“Where the hell is that?” she asked.
“Just off the coast of Gabon. Portuguese settled it originally. Heavy into oil now, with Russian interests.”
“But? There’s always a but.”
“Right. The Russian ship is way off course to that destination. The intelligence community is involved. They think the Russians aren’t just carrying oil production equipment on that ship.”
“Let me guess. Russian arms to some radical assholes?”
“Perhaps. But there’s more to the story.”
“I told you. Always a but.”
“Right. Anyway, the CIA has video evidence that the Russians loaded a mobile missile aboard this ship.”
“Nuclear?” she asked.
“That’s what it looked like to them. They think it’s an updated version of the old SS-20 Saber.”
“There’s an oldie but a goodie. I thought those were obsolete.”
“Supposed to be. They were eliminated under the INF Treaty in the eighties. But the Russians have a tendency to ignore these things. Besides, if it’s a different missile they would not have to comply with that treaty.”
“That’s splitting the baby,” she concluded. “More importantly, what the hell do they want us to do about it in international waters?”
“They want us to simply monitor the ship for now. Nothing more.”
Rita ran this information through her mind. The Russians did nothing for no reason. They had some grand scheme, she was sure. “What do we tell our crew?”
“Nothing yet,” the captain said.
The obvious question had not yet been asked. “What do you think the Russians have planned with that missile?” she asked.
The captain shrugged, “I don’t know.”
“If they plan on basing a mobile nuke on a transporter erector launcher in this hemisphere, then we should have a major problem with that.”
“I agree. The range could be four thousand miles. I’m sure someone higher up the food chain than us is figuring out the significance of that possibility.”
“From Cuba, they could hit damn near anywhere in America,” she said.
“I don’t think the Russians would try that again,” the captain said.
“Maybe not. But they could put that on any island in the Caribbean or even South America. They could even launch it from a ship.”
“Crap. I hadn’t thought of that.”
“What if this is a coordinated attack scenario?” she asked.
“You mean they could have missiles on other ships close to America?”
Rita shrugged. “Maybe not just America. What if this is just the tip of the iceberg? What if they have loaded a missile on a hundred ships worldwide and are set to make an attack on us and our allies simultaneously?”
“That’s a lot of ifs. My guess is that one of our intelligence agencies would have noticed more than just this one ship getting a nuke loaded aboard.”
“Maybe they did and are just not telling us,” she surmised.
“Okay. Join me for morning chow and then we’ll head to CIC and find the target ship.”
“Sounds good. I could eat.”
Rita followed the captain down to the officers’ mess, her mind a jumble with these recent revelations.
Aboard the Russian Cargo Ship Magadan
Dmitri Vladimirovich Samsonov paced his small cabin, holding onto his SAT phone with both hands. He had just gotten off a secure call from his headquarters in Moscow, and he was not happy with what he had just found out. The GRU was not normally prone to hyperbole. They were more likely to underreact than overreact. But this news was disturbing. Now he had no choice. He needed to brief the ship’s captain, Viktor Drugov. How the man reacted would depend on a number of factors. However, if his reaction was poor, he could find himself looking for a flotation device.
Dmitri locked up his SAT phone in his private safe and headed toward the bridge.
The captain was standing on the starboard side viewing the horizon as the sun rose on his back. The only other man on the bridge was the young man steering the ship. But even this man wasn’t really needed, since these ships could go just about anywhere on autopilot.
Whispering to the young pilot, the man nodded and locked in the autopilot before leaving the bridge.
“Where did you send Ivan?” the captain asked.
Nudging alongside the captain, Dmitri said, “Smoke break. We need to talk alone.”
Lowering the large binoculars to his chest and turning to his subordinate, Viktor said, “What about?”
“We have gotten word that the U.S. Navy has sent a destroyer to intercept us,” Dmitri said with bile from his lips.
“So? We often run across their Navy in these waters.”
“You are correct, Viktor. But you are not always transporting a nuclear weapon.”
The captain shook his head. “Who are you with? In the old days, I would have guessed the KGB. But now I would have to conclude you are with SVR.”
Dmitri shook his head smugly. “This is not important for you to know, Viktor Drugov. While you control this vessel, I control the cargo. At least the important cargo.”
“Ah,” the captain said. “Then you are GRU.”
The man wasn’t a complete idiot. Good to know.
Viktor said, “What orders do we have now? We have not submitted a course plan change.”
“And you will not until ordered to do so. Do you understand, Captain Viktor Drugov?”
The captain hesitated for a couple of seconds. Finally, he nodded his understanding.
“Good. Stay on this heading until further notice.”
“What if the Americans contact us?”
“You can be assured that they will,” Dmitri said.
“Do they know about our cargo?”
“Highly doubtful. From what I understand, this ship is on her maiden voyage. They are probably just conducting routine operations.” Dmitri put his hand on the captain’s shoulder and squeezed down with considerable pressure. Perhaps too much strength, but he wanted to get his point across. He was the strong horse. Defy him at his own risk.
Dmitri left the bridge and shifted his head for the pilot to get back inside. The young man flicked the last of his cigarette into the ocean and scurried back to his post. Then Dmitri lit his own cigarette and inhaled deeply as he scanned the horizon for the American destroyer. It was out there somewhere, perhaps just beyond view about 20 miles away. Eventually, this destroyer would present itself. How would he respond? How would Moscow like him to respond? These were the questions he would need to answer. Soon.
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Punto Fijo, Venezuela
Karl and Maya had met up with the fishing boat early in the morning, where they had taken off immediately from Aruba. The sea had been calm as they crossed more than twenty miles to this port city. Based on what Karl could see, the city lived on oil. In his research, he had discovered that the city had been developed by a couple of major oil companies in the 1940s. As they cruised by the massive refinery to their left, it was easy for Karl to see that this was the largest refinery complex in the world.
Maya nuzzled next to Karl and said, “Wow. That’s a lot of oil.”
The huge white oil storage tanks seemed to go on forever.
“This runs the world,” Karl said.
“Until we find something better.”
“Finding it might be easier than converting.”
She cast her eyes up to his. “Who do we meet here?”
“A representative with an American oil company.” That was all she needed to know.
“What if we are detained?”
“For what?”
“For one thing, entering their country illegally.”
Karl smiled. “That won’t be a problem. They’re probably more concerned about people trying to leave.”
The fishing boat captain cruised slowly into a small cove where other small craft were moored. The captain pointed at Karl and Maya to get ready.
Slinging his duffle bag over his right shoulder, Karl moved toward the port side of the fishing boat, with Maya and her small carry-on bag just behind him. As the boat maneuvered close to the dock, but did not actually touch, Karl stepped across the narrow divide. Then he turned and helped Maya across. Once they were both on the pier, the fishing boat captain lifted his chin as a wave goodbye and backed the boat up until he could turn it around and pull away.
The two of them walked down the pier toward the shore. Karl was a little concerned that Maya looked out of place with her bag, but it was all she had for now.
First, they passed a number of unkempt boats, which did not look like fishing boats. These were used to transport goods daily from Venezuela to the ABC islands, where they catered to both the locals and tourists.
Next, at the end of the pier, they crossed through an area with small kiosks where vendors had various items for sale — from fruits and vegetables to fish and other sea creatures. A number of conflicting smells rose up to Karl.
“Let’s grab something to eat,” Karl said.
“I was thinking the same thing.”
With expert Spanish, Karl ordered them each fried meat and cheese empanadas. At first, they were hard to eat, since they were so hot. But then the two of them devoured their quick meal. Karl bought them each a bottle of water to wash down the meal, but also to hydrate. It wasn’t even noon, but the temperature was already nearly 80 degrees.
The two of them wandered out toward the main road by the port. At the curb, Maya sat on her bag and Karl kept his eyes open for his contact.
They didn’t have to wait long. A beat-up hatchback Ford pulled up and the driver got out. He matched the photo Karl had been sent by the Agency. Barely. The image had shown a clean-cut nerd, and the man before him had gone native, with long scraggly blond hair and a spotty beard. He wore a wrinkled and faded tropical shirt, long khaki cargo shorts and leather sandals. He looked like a lost hippie.
The Agency man shook hands with Karl and Maya, saying his name was Bryan. Then he helped Maya with her bag, placing it in the back of the car. While they were back there, the man dug around in his own bag and came out with a stamp and ink pad.
“Let’s see your passports,” Bryan said.
Maya found her Canadian passport in her purse and handed it to the man. Karl took his Canadian passport from his pocket and handed it over.
Bryan flipped through to an open page for both passports, and then stamped each one. He handed them back and said, “You are now officially here in Venezuela. Since you are both Canadians, you don’t need visas. But you need to be careful here. Travel is restricted without a guide.”
“Isn’t that you?” Maya asked.
Their new friend raised his hands. “No, no. I’m just the welcoming party and customs. I’ll bring you to your contact. Let’s go.”
They piled into the small car, with Karl in the front passenger seat and Maya in the back. Bryan drove slowly away from the commercial harbor north toward the oil complex.
“I’ve never seen so much oil production,” Maya said from the back seat.
“We’re on a peninsula,” Bryan said. “From the air, some people think it looks like a skull. To those in the oil business, it looks like money.”
After a couple of miles, the driver pulled up to the gate of one of the oil company complexes. The guard must have known Bryan, since he waved the Ford through without really looking at the man’s ID. Soon he pulled into the parking lot of an inconsequential-looking building that could have been a temporary building like they used in America at construction sites.
Antigua Petroleum from Houston, Texas, was not currently a household name in America. The company was one of those production and exploration companies that went in first to drill for oil, taking most of the risk of production. Then the big boys would buy their oil from this production company. Sometimes they would even buy up the wells for their own portfolio. That’s what Karl had learned about the company from his quick briefing. His role, according to his cover, would be to secure oil well locations for Antigua. Maya was there as his wife.
Bryan sputtered off in the Ford, leaving Karl and Maya alone in the parking lot.
“What now?” Maya asked.
“Now we go in and meet our guide,” he answered.
A couple of drops of rain started to fall on them. By the time they got to the door to the small office and went inside, a torrential downpour was hammering the area.
Karl set his duffle bag down and glanced about the small office, which contained a large map of Venezuela on one wall. Scattered around the room in no logical pattern were a number of desks and old metal file cabinets. The place could use a makeover, Karl thought. There were also no humans around. There was a cat that came running and swirled in and out of Maya’s legs as it purred loudly.
“Someone has a new friend,” Karl said.
Maya seemed paralyzed. “I’m not a cat person.”
“Really. I would have never guessed.”
“What does that mean?”
“You have cat-like features,” Karl said. “You even move like a cat yourself. Your eyes are feline.”
“That’s called make-up, Karl.”
Suddenly a toilet could be heard flushing behind a door on the far end of the temporary building. Then a very short Hispanic man with a significant beer belly came out with a newspaper under his left arm. His spotty beard made Bryan’s look like a lumberjack.
“I wouldn’t go in there for a while,” the chubby man said, smiled, and shook his pendulous head. It was as if his cranium was so heavy his neck couldn’t quite hold the weight. Then the man held out his right hand and introduced himself as Juan Ruiz, vice president of new development for Antigua Petroleum.
Karl tried to remember if he heard the man wash his hands. Probably. They shook and Karl gave the man his Canadian name.
“Karl Konrad. With a C or a K?”
“K.”
“Right. That’s what the Agency said. And you are?” he asked, reaching his hand out to Maya.
She shook and said her name.
“You didn’t take your husband’s name?” Juan asked.
“Not yet,” she said. “I’m still not sure.”
“Interesting,” Juan said. “Let’s take a look at the map.” The oil man waddled to the map and pointed to areas with the highest concentration of pins. “The president and CEO of our company is a former Air Force fighter pilot. I understand he served with the current CIA director. Which is why I was told to show you around the country. This is the Orinoco Belt.”
“It covers much of northern Venezuela,” Karl said.
“That’s right. This is the largest oil reserves in the world. Forget Saudi Arabia. This is the real oil Mecca.”
“What’s the plan?” Maya asked.
Juan shrugged. “You tell me. I was told to take you wherever you want to go.”
“We start in Caracas,” Karl said. That’s what his orders indicated.
“Great,” Juan said. “Have you been watching the news? The place is a shithole. People are rioting in the streets. Not exactly a place for gringos. You speak Spanish?”
“I do,” Karl said.
“You could pass,” Juan said. “But she looks like she’s straight out of central casting for a Russian hottie.”
Maya smiled. “Thanks. I think.”
“We’ll be fine,” Karl said. “You just get us there and show us the lay of the land. We’ll take it from there.”
“Why can’t they just use someone already here?” Juan asked.
Good question. Karl said, “I’m guessing they already know all the players in place.”
Juan shrugged and shifted his head to have them follow him. They went outside and got into a white company Toyota SUV. Then he drove them out of the oil complex.
When they got out to the perimeter road, Karl leaned back in the front passenger seat to view through the side mirror. Then he turned back to speak with Maya, but was actually viewing the car sitting on the side of the road with two men inside. This car, a dark green Ford Fiesta, now pulled out onto the road, following them. For now, Karl said nothing.
* * *
When the Bolivarian National Intelligence Service (Servicio Bolivariano de Intelligencia National) or SEBIN first got word from the Russians that they needed to look into a couple of people entering the country illegally, Arturo Garcia wasn’t sure if he believed the Communists. He and his partner, Javier Torres, had driven all the way from Caracas and got to the small pier in Punto Fijo just as that vehicle picked up the young man and woman at the curb. Which was strange enough, considering the woman was dragging what appeared to be an airline carry-on bag. Yeah, the Russians at least had this one thing right. Then, when the car dropped the two travelers off at the oil company compound, Garcia knew something wasn’t right. All oil company employees in Venezuela came through Caracas with official sanctioned paperwork and visas.
Now, Garcia sucked on his newest vape, a smooth blend of apple and caramel. It was not as enjoyable as his normal cigarettes, but his wife had made him stop smoking recently for health reasons. Of course, this led to at least ten pounds of flab in his gut. How healthy was the extra weight?
“What is that smell?” Torres asked from the passenger seat.
“Flavor,” Garcia corrected. “Apple and caramel.”
Torres shook his head. “You give up one addiction for a second. Those still have nicotine, you know.”
He knew. And thank God he didn’t have to give up everything. “It’s a better form of nicotine, Javier.”
His partner laughed. “Just like your wife’s new vibrator is a different form of cock. They satisfy the same. You should watch out, or she will find out you can be replaced by rechargeable batteries.”
“Funny man. Nothing can replace the big Garcia.”
“Not all women like a massive boa constrictor.”
Garcia smiled. “I guess your girlfriend would agree with that.”
“I get the job done.”
“One way or another.”
“Exactly.” Torres shifted his head toward the car they were following. “What do you think that woman up there likes?”
“No idea. The man she is with is a good-looking guy.”
“If you like the hard body types,” Torres said.
“What woman doesn’t like that?”
Torres shrugged and then said, “I don’t trust the Russians.”
“No, shit!” Garcia said in agreement. “Was that man who briefed us SVR or GRU?”
“No clue. Does it matter? He was scary.”
“Javier, he should be afraid of us. He is in our country. People disappear into the jungle here all the time. Get swallowed up and eventually decompose like a fallen tree.” He took in a long draw on his ceramic vape stick and let out a stream of harmless vapor.
Torres said, “Where do you suppose they’re going?”
“It looks like they might be heading toward Caracas,” Garcia said.
“Why not just take a normal flight to the capital?”
That’s what Garcia had been thinking since they got this assignment. This might be bigger than anyone understood. These could be assassins brought in to kill someone. But who? He said, “That, my friend, is the question of the day.”
* * *
Following the two cars nearly a mile back, the driver of a silver Chevrolet Aveo leaned back in his seat and tried to find a radio station that played classic rock, but all he was finding was local junk.
“Let me deal with that, Sergei” Polina said. “What do you have against the local music? It’s sexy.”
“It’s annoying, Polina. Perhaps you are too young to understand this.”
The two Russians had followed the two Venezuelan officers from SEBIN all the way from Caracas. But they were never in fear of losing those men, since they had placed a tracking device on their car before leaving The Tomb.
“What do you suppose Karl and Maya are doing here in Venezuela?” she asked.
“That’s what we intend to find out, Polina.”
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Langley, Virginia, CIA Headquarters
CIA Director John Bradford sat in his high-back leather chair contemplating his future. He could just take his retirement pay as a former Air Force general and move out west somewhere, like Wyoming, and relax until the inevitability of his own demise. Had he not done enough for his country? Life was much simpler planning for flying sorties — even deep within enemy territory. He had always flown with complete air superiority. Air dominance, in fact. But this espionage game was much different. One man or woman with a gun could make a huge difference in the outcome of a mission. And, in many cases, even a gun was not needed. Information was the true weapon.
Bradford thought about sending Karl Adams out into the field, and it scared him somewhat. What if an order he gave got Karl killed? His father, Jake Adams, would not be very forgiving of that outcome. Sure, Jake knew the risks involved with his son’s profession. But that man had lost so much in his life, could he handle the loss of his son?
Finally, a gaggle of area analysts and the operations director entered and took seats or remained standing on the periphery. An important development had arisen in the past hour, and they were gathering to prepare a briefing for the senior leadership, including the president.
Bradford said, “Sherm, let’s get to it. What do you have?”
Sherman Swanson, the CIA Director of Operations, remained seated, but moved forward in his leather chair. “Sir, we have a high level of confidence that the Russian ship carrying the nuclear missile is heading for Venezuela.”
“You mentioned last time that this was a possibility,” Bradford said. “What makes you confident now?”
Sherm nodded to his analyst, Roddy Erikson, who had pulled up something on a tablet and projected that on a large LED screen on a far wall.
Roddy said, “This is the current location of the Russian vessel Magadan.” On the screen was a detailed map of the Atlantic Ocean. Now Roddy zoomed in on the ship’s location and another vessel showed on the screen. “This is the USS John McGrath, our newest guided missile destroyer. They have been shadowing the Russians just out of visual range.”
“Any signals intel?” Bradford asked.
Roddy smiled. “Yes, sir. That’s why we think the ship is heading to Puerto La Cruz, Venezuela. We intercepted a SAT call from the ship to Moscow.”
“Could this be a ruse of some sort,” Bradford asked.
Roddy glanced at the operations director and then back to the CIA director before saying, “No, sir. This was supposed to be a secure call.”
“We can break their encryption?”
Sherm broke in. “Not all of them. With this particular phone, yes.” He hesitated. “We got lucky.”
Bradford swiveled in his chair, his hands pressed against his lips as if praying. Finally, he said, “Let’s not mention the luck thing when we brief POTUS.”
“Agreed,” Sherm said.
“What do you recommend?”
Sherm said, “We can’t let this ship dock in Venezuela.”
“POTUS will want to know about our options,” Bradford said. “It’s not like we can blast this ship out of the water.”
“Sir, the Russians are in violation of a number of international and bi-lateral treaties.”
Bradford shook his head. “There’s no way we can write a stern letter to the UN. By then the ship will be in port, offload the missile and have it sent somewhere into the jungle. We’ll never find it.”
“We have a number of assets on the ground in Venezuela,” Sherm said.
“I understand,” Bradford said. “But our options are much better if we stop them in international waters. Once they reach sovereign Venezuelan soil… ” He stopped short of finishing his sentence, and everyone in the room knew what he meant.
“Venezuela goes nuclear and can suddenly reach our shores with a missile,” Sherm said. “That gives them a lot of power.”
Great, Bradford thought. “Do we have another Cuban Missile Crisis on our hands?”
“Hopefully, we can keep it from escalating to that,” Sherm said.
“How do you propose to do that?” Bradford asked.
“We have limited choices,” Sherm said. “We can have POTUS talk with the Russians and let him know what we know.”
“It might be too early for that,” Bradford said. “It would tip our hand, and they would know we can intercept their SAT calls.”
“Not to mention the fact that we had a man in Murmansk who started this whole thing.”
“Right. What else?”
“We board the ship and confiscate the missile.”
Bradford let out a deep breath and shook his head. “Woah. That could be considered an act of war.”
“There is one other option,” Sherm said, smiling. “We disable the ship and delay their entry to Venezuela.”
“But that’s just a delay tactic,” Bradford said. “What do we do in the interim?”
“Wait and see.”
“That’s doing nothing.”
“Doing something is beyond my pay grade.”
“I understand, but POTUS will want a recommendation from us. Defense is involved, as well.”
“Sir, we’re not through yet,” Sherm said. “We might have a larger problem. Everyone but Roddy leave.”
The other analysts quickly departed, leaving just Bradford, Sherm and Roddy in the office.
“Go ahead,” Bradford said.
Roddy pulled up a world map on the large screen and then walked over to the display. “Sir, we have a number of reports from various locations that the Russians are on the move.” He paused and continued once the CIA director waved his hand. “There’s movement on both sides in India and Pakistan, with troop buildups on the border in Jammu and Kashmir.” Roddy pointed to that region. “Also, on India’s border with China in the Depsang Plains, the Chinese have moved their army into this region. This was a disputed area in a war between China and India in sixty-two.”
Bradford scratched his head. “What does this have to do with a missile heading toward Venezuela?”
“He has more,” Sherm said. “Go ahead Roddy.”
The younger analyst moved to the right side of the screen and said, “The Russians are conducting joint military exercises with the Chinese in this narrow region where China and Russia border North Korea, southwest of Vladivostok. Russia has about a ten-mile border with North Korea here.”
“You’re the Russian expert, Roddy. What the hell are the Russians up to?” Bradford asked.
Roddy seemed to be shaking with anticipation. “They aren’t hiding their movements. At least not well. If I had to speculate, I would say they’re testing America to see how we’ll react.”
“How is Defense reacting?” Bradford asked.
“They have a carrier group in the Sea of Japan moving in closer, and the Army and Air Force in Japan and South Korea have raised their DEFCON level.”
“So, the president is aware of the situation in Southeast Asia,” Bradford surmised.
“Yes, sir.”
“And India?”
Roddy glanced to his boss, the director of operations, and then to the CIA director. “We don’t believe POTUS is aware of the situation along the Indian border.”
This was getting to feel like a major cluster-fuck, Bradford thought. What was the biggest threat? If India and Pakistan got into a hot war, it could turn nuclear. The same could happen with that crazy dictator in North Korea. But would someone even that bat-shit crazy start a war with Russia and China, knowing that South Korea and America would likely pile on from its southern border?
Finally, Bradford said, “All right. We go in and brief everything to POTUS and the National Security Council.”
“If they ask for our recommendation?” Sherm asked.
“We monitor the Asian situation and act on the Russian ship,” Bradford said.
“Act how?”
Bradford checked his wrist watch. “Good question. We have just an hour to come up with a plan. But we’ll need to coordinate with Defense. Come up with options and we’ll pitch to Defense before heading over to the White House.”
Sherm got up and Roddy followed him out the door.
Once they were gone, Bradford glanced at a photo of himself standing in his flight suit next to an F-22 Raptor. He remembered the day that photo was taken at Al Dhafra Air Base in the United Arab Emirates. He would gladly be flying over the hot desert now instead of preparing to brief the president on this current situation.
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Caracas, Venezuela
During the seven-hour drive from Punto Fijo to the Venezuelan capital, Juan Ruiz, vice president of new development for Antigua Petroleum, had given Karl and Maya a thorough briefing on the country. Ruiz had been in country for years, helping discover some of the country’s largest oil deposits.
Karl had taken it all in during the drive, trying to shift his brain from the Russian he had been immersed in for the past few months to the Spanish he was equally familiar with from his years of training. But Karl’s biggest concern, perhaps, was the car that had followed them the entire way. Along the way, he had called in the license plate of the car, and had recently heard back from Roddy at the Agency. It was a simple message. Call him pronto.
Now, on the outskirts of the city of Caracas at a wayside rest, Karl had instructed Ruiz to pull in for gas and a bite to eat. Darkness shrouded them, along with swirling clouds overhead.
After getting gas and parking in front of the restaurant, Karl said to the others, “I’ll meet you inside in a couple of minutes. Order me anything. I’ll eat it.”
Ruiz got out and leaned back in. “Make sure to lock the car. There are thieves everywhere.”
Maya leaned forward. “Are you calling in?”
“Yeah. Something’s up.”
She rubbed her hand over his shoulder before leaving him alone in the car.
Once they were gone, he called Roddy and waited for an answer.
“Is it safe to talk?” Roddy asked.
“I’m alone,” Karl said.
“Great. First of all, the car following you. It’s registered to the Venezuelan government.”
“Which part?” Karl asked.
“Unspecified,” Roddy said. “But if I had to guess, I’d say it’s SEBIN.”
“Their intelligence service?”
“Afraid so.”
“How the hell did they get on to us?”
“I don’t know. But that’s just part of the problem. We’re almost certain that the Russian ship is heading your way.”
“Are you sure?”
“Pretty sure. We intercepted a SAT call from the ship to Moscow. They’re heading to Puerto La Cruz.”
“Where is that?”
“Up the coast east of Caracas.”
“What do we do with that info?” Karl cast his gaze toward the far end of the parking lot, where he saw another potential problem.
“You need to hang loose in Caracas until we have more information,” Roddy said.
“I think we have another problem,” Karl said.
“In what form?”
“I can’t be a hundred percent sure at this point, but I think someone else is also following us,” Karl said. “And these people are good. Much better than SEBIN.”
“It’s not our people,” Roddy assured him.
“No. If I had to guess, I’d say it’s the Russians.” But how in the hell had they caught up with Karl and Maya?
“Not surprising. The Russians have a large footprint in Venezuela. Looks like they’re making a huge move.”
“A bold move,” Karl said. “I think they might be testing us. Trying to see if we’ll tolerate nukes in our own backyard.”
“That’s not gonna happen.”
“How do we stop them?” Karl asked.
“We’re working on that. Hopefully we can stop them on the high seas.”
“If not?”
“It might take assets on the ground.”
“That’s not something I can do alone,” Karl assured Roddy.
“Understood. But for now, stay away from our embassy and Agency personnel.”
“Roger that.”
They both hung up and Karl shoved his phone into his pocket. Glancing around the parking lot, he saw that the Venezuelan intelligence officers had also gone into the restaurant. But he had a feeling those in the second car would remain in place.
Karl went in and sat down with Ruiz and Maya just as their meal showed up. As Karl ate, he could tell that Maya wanted to speak with him. She had to be curious about the call he had just made. But he couldn’t talk in front of the oil company rep.
While they ate, Karl kept his eyes open for any danger. What he really wanted to see was anyone who happened to be giving them extra scrutiny. Finally, he saw the two men on the far side of the restaurant. A man with a unibrow and a thick mustache kept looking their way. He was in his late 20s or early 30s. Sitting across from him was an older, more distinguished man, constantly puffing on a vapor stick. Karl made sure that they didn’t notice that he noticed them.
The three of them simply ate their meal and left.
Once they got back outside, Karl saw that the second car wasn’t visible anywhere. But he had a feeling they would show up again.
Juan Ruiz drove them to the downtown capital district area of Caracas, dropping them off at a five-star hotel a half a block from Avenida Francisco de Miranda and the metro line. Ruiz admitted that he had a girlfriend in the city, despite having a wife back in Houston. But he would be available at any time to travel throughout the country.
Karl and Maya checked in using their Canadian passports. Yes, the king bed would be fine.
When they got to their room, Karl quickly moved through the room to make sure they were not only alone, but the place was without bugs. Although this wasn’t the old Soviet Union, where foreigners were placed in specific hotels and even more specific rooms, he was still somewhat concerned after being followed across Venezuela.
Maya sat on the edge of the bed, her eyes intensely focused on Karl. “What’s the matter?”
Karl stopped pacing and said, “What?”
“You’re like a caged animal, Karl.”
He had contemplated this conversation for the past hundred miles or so. She had a right to know. “We’ve been followed all the way from Punto Fijo.”
Maya leaned back onto her elbows and smiled. “That? You mean unibrow and the vape king?”
“You noticed them?”
“Of course. I assumed you had also.”
“That doesn’t bother you?”
“I would be concerned if we didn’t catch a tail. This place is like Cuba. Almost every foreigner has a shadow. They probably picked us up when we left with Ruiz from the oil company compound.”
That was logical, Karl thought. But now he needed to know how to get rid of the tail. These men would obviously check with the front desk and ask for their room.
“We’re not safe here,” Karl said.
Maya sat up and said, “No kidding. We’re not safe anywhere in this country.” She got up and went to the window, peering through the curtains. “Can you hear the protesters in the streets?”
He came up behind her and put his hands on her hips. Then he kissed her neck and nibbled her left ear. “That’s the sound of discontent. Potential freedom.”
She turned to him, her eyes casting up to his. Maya was concerned for the first time since the two of them had met. “I don’t know what’s going on, Karl.”
Suddenly, gunfire erupted somewhere outside on the streets, prompting Karl to gaze out the window. But he couldn’t really tell where the shots had come from.
“This is crazy,” he said. “Life was more certain in Russia.”
She leaned up and kissed him on the cheek. “All of this discontent has made me horny,” Maya said.
He was feeling the same way. With the sounds of street protests reaching a fever pitch, the two of them made passionate love on the king-sized bed. When they were both satisfied, Maya fell asleep almost immediately. Karl slipped on his underwear and quietly stepped into the bathroom, closing and locking the door behind him.
He looked at his secure SAT phone in his hand. He needed perspective, but wasn’t sure if he could get that from the Agency. Yet, he also wasn’t sure if he could get this clarity from the person he was about to call.
Screw it. He tapped in a number and sat on the toilet waiting for an answer.
“Somebody better be fucking dead,” came a groggy voice.
“Dad, it’s me.”
“No shit, kid,” Jake Adams said. “Do you know what time it is in the Azores?”
“Zero two hundred.”
“Close enough. What’s up?”
Karl gave his dad the rundown of his past couple of days, leading right up to their stay at this hotel. Since his dad already knew about the missile on the Russian ship, he mentioned that as well. He needed to know the full story to make an assessment.
“Venezuela is a tough nut to crack,” Jake said. “Your immediate concern is harm from amateurs. Street thugs don’t play by the same rules as intelligence agencies. SEBIN has a reputation of being a few bullets shy of a death squad. Watch out for them. The Russians play it pretty strait. Considering the missile, they could be either the GRU or the SVR.”
“What about that man who followed me to Iceland?”
“He was GRU. But it doesn’t matter. Based on everything going down worldwide, my guess is that they’re all involved in some way. You need to watch your back. When you get a group like SEBIN involved, they will want to prove themselves to the big brother, the Russians.”
Karl wished his father was here with him, mentoring him through this operation. Maybe he was too new to handle this on his own.
“You’re whispering,” Jake said. “Where is your Russian friend?”
“Maya? Sleeping.”
“Let me guess. You just gave her the full Adams.”
Karl smiled and shook his head. He was still trying to get used to this father and son relationship. “You could say that.”
“You don’t fully trust her,” Jake said.
“How… ”
“I wouldn’t. You have good instincts.”
“She’s an American, dad.”
“She grew up in Russia. It’s possible that either her mother or father were deep cover KGB back in the day. So, Maya could have been recruited as a sleeper.”
“I don’t think that’s possible.”
“How did the Agency recruit her?”
Karl had no idea. In fact, he wasn’t too sure about anything she had told him about her past. “I don’t know.”
“You know the old saying, Karl. Trust but verify.”
They both paused and said nothing for about thirty seconds. Finally, his father broke the silence, “Listen, this Maya might be perfectly legit. But the Agency is using her as an agent and not an officer. That means something. If she were more trusted, why not hire her as a full officer?”
Karl had already thought about this, but he had not asked her directly. Nor had he asked the Agency. That was his bad. “You have a point, dad.”
“Enough about her,” Jake said. “You have a major problem on your hands. What kind of assets do you have in country?”
“Our tour guide is a civilian with that oil company,” Karl said.
“He’s not an asset. He’s a liability.”
“He knows the country.”
“I know. But when the shooting starts, and it will, you need to have some help.”
“I’ve been instructed to stay away from the embassy and all Agency assets,” Karl said.
“That’s a good thing, Karl. My guess is that SEBIN and the SVR knows everyone who has ever stepped foot in the embassy, right down to shoe size or bra size. But you need to make damn sure they give you some backup when the time comes for help.”
His father knew his shit, and he had a damn good point. “I’ll check with our people. See what they have going.”
“What are your current orders?” Jake asked.
“Hang loose and wait for further instructions.”
Jake laughed. “That just means they don’t have a plan, Karl. You need to improvise.”
“How?”
“Quit playing defense and go on the offense.”
“And how in the hell do I do that?”
“Use your training. Turn the tables. Get on their ass. Bypass the SEBIN officers and go at the SVR. They’re the key. They want to put the missile in Venezuela. They’re on you because you caught their ass on video. This is a big test, son. You can do this. You have the training and the genetics. Bring the fight to them. They won’t expect that.”
Damn, he wished his father was here with him, mentoring him through this assignment. But it was time for him to man up and do his job.
They both hung up and Karl sat staring at his phone. His father was right. He couldn’t just sit by and wait. He needed to be proactive.
Quietly, he slipped back into bed with Maya.
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The Bolivarian National Intelligence Service (SEBIN) headquarters was housed in a place called La Tumba, or The Tomb, in downtown Caracas, Venezuela. To the casual observer, the 16-story building could have simply been another office building in the sprawling capital district. But the five underground stories held deep secrets of torture and despair, especially in times of discontent. Now, the business of this government intelligence agency was squelching the protests of political protesters. And business was good. The six foot by nine foot cells were nearing capacity. Bright lights constantly confused prisoners, giving them no indication of the passage of time in their windowless cages as they tried to sleep on concrete beds, driving many to suicide to relive their isolation and torture. Waterboarding was only a baptismal leading to actual pain and suffering at the hands of sick bastards without souls.
All of this went through the mind of Sergei Zubov, the Russian SVR officer placed in charge of surveilling the man from Murmansk. A man they still could not properly identify. Sure, he had actually sat down to dinner with the man in Aruba, and gone on that fateful subterfuge of a boat ride through the warm evening.
Polina stood to Sergei’s right as the two of them observed the two SEBIN officers drag a man into the interrogation room roughly. There was a single metal chair in the center of the room bolted to the floor. Under the chair was a drain, and Sergei didn’t have to use his imagination to figure out what that was used for. It reminded him a little bit of one of their interrogation rooms in the lower levels of the old KGB prison, The Lubyanka in Moscow. Those were the good old days. This was before Sergei’s time, but he had toured the place as a young SVR officer. But in the case of The Lubyanka, the prisoners did not get a chair. They were hooked to a chain from the ceiling.
“Why are we here?” Polina whispered to Sergei.
Sergei tried to hold back a smile. He whispered back, “They want to show us how tough they are.”
The one with a constant vape stick in his mouth, the older of the two Venezuelan intel officers, came over and stood next to them. He let out a stream of flavored vapor and said, “Proceed, my friend.”
His young colleague with a unibrow and a thick black mustache started to ask the man in the chair a series of questions. But Sergei could only order a beer and some food in Spanish, so most was lost in translation. What was not lost was the fact that the mustached man was quick with his leather-gloved strikes. The long-haired man in the chair took the blows to the side of his head like a second-grader in a Stalinist school.
Arturo Garcia, vape stick in his pocket now, pulled them deeper into a corner and said, “We can talk here.” Since their only common language was English, they used that for their communication.
Sergei’s eyes caught the camera in the corner of the room, and realized this was not the best place to be open about an operation. “It smells like piss in here. Let’s speak in the corridor.”
“As you wish.” Garcia slapped his hand on the metal door and a guard opened it for them.
The guard went into the room to help with the interrogation.
Out in the corridor now, which did not contain cells, but only a couple of unused interrogation rooms, Sergei and Polina took up positions on either side of the Venezuelan.
“Who is your man Javier beating up?” Sergei asked.
Garcia said, “One of the leaders of the street protests. Business is good. They’re Canadians.”
Sergei’s eyes shifted toward the room with the man screaming for help. “Him?”
“No. The couple you had us follow from Puerto Fijo.”
“They’re Canadian?” Polina asked. “Are you sure?”
“Positive.” He reached inside his jacket and pulled out a folded paper, handing it to Sergei.
On the paper was two copies of passports. Two familiar faces. Maya and Karl. Karl Konrad, born in Fredericton, New Brunswick. Age 26. Perhaps. But Sergei guessed this passport was a lie for the man from Murmansk.
“Where are they staying?” Sergei asked. Of course, he already knew this, since they had followed the Venezuelans, who had followed Karl and Maya.
“A nice hotel a few blocks from here,” Garcia said. “I have two of my best men watching it to make sure they do not leave.”
“Good work,” Sergei said.
More screams echoed from the interrogation room. Sergei guessed they piped the screams into the cells of the other prisoners for ambiance. At least he hoped so.
“Do you want us to bring the Canadians here for a little discussion?” Garcia asked, a hopeful grin across his smug face.
“No,” Sergei said. “We will deal with them.” He checked his watch and realized he needed to get going. “You need to call off your men watching the hotel.”
Garcia looked confused. “Why?”
“Because it is no longer necessary,” Sergei said. “Just do it. I will explain later.” Of course, he would never explain. He would feed his Venezuelan hosts only what he wanted them to know.
Pulling out his phone from his pocket, Garcia quickly called off the guards from the hotel. When he was done, he said, “I don’t understand, but it is done.”
“Thank you,” Sergei said. Then he shifted his head for Polina to follow him out of the torture chamber, the sounds of the radical street protester screaming for his life.
* * *
Maya was just about to leave the hotel room, when her phone buzzed quietly. She checked the screen and felt some relief. Before leaving, she glanced over her shoulder at Karl sleeping soundly in the king-sized bed. She was filled with angst and concern, but knew she had a job to do for the safety of the both of them.
She slipped out the door and made sure it did not slam behind her. Then she quietly stepped down the corridor toward the elevator.
By the time she got to the street, it was ten minutes to midnight. She walked a block to Avenida Francisco de Miranda, a major downtown city street. Even at this hour, cars buzzed by, along with buses. Those moving from bar to bar wandered down the sidewalk, speaking loudly about something. She saw the bar ahead and slowed her pace somewhat. Then she came to a stop and turned around, as if concerned about someone behind her. Although she had been trained to avoid tails, she suspected that her training was not as good as actual Agency officers.
She checked her watch and realized she was right on time for her meeting.
Maya could see inside the windows of the bar, which was not that busy. Her contact was in the back, across from the bar, sitting at a half-booth in a corner. He raised his chin when he saw her come through the door.
She sat in a chair across from him and tried to smile.
“Any problem leaving your friend behind?” Sergei asked in Russian.
“No. We made love and he went right to sleep like a baby.” She knew that would dig him perfectly, since he had been trying to get her into bed since the moment they met six months ago.
Sergei simply smiled and said, “Canadians?”
She shrugged. “No visas required in Venezuela.”
“Good idea.” He hesitated long enough to order each of them a shot of vodka. Then he continued, “What has the man from Murmansk told you so far?”
This would take some finesse, she knew. The truth could sink her relationship with Karl. A lie would surely be discovered eventually. So, she needed to walk the tight rope of credulity. “My friend is very secretive.” Not a lie.
“You must have some information for me,” Sergei probed.
“He made a phone call from the bathroom,” she said.
“Did you pick up on the conversation?”
She shook her head. “Afraid not.”
“Then he must be on to you.”
“Why do you say that?”
“Why make a phone call in secret?” Sergei asked.
“Perhaps he didn’t want to wake me.”
“You said he fell asleep after you fucked him.”
“After the phone call he fell asleep,” she said.
The waiter brought two shots of vodka and set them on the table in front of each of them. Sergei handed the man money and waved his hand to keep the change — less than one U.S. dollar. They each picked up the shot, stared intently at each other, and then downed the vodka.
“This is not good Russian vodka,” she said.
He shook his head. “Cheap export. Sorry. Back to your friend. What does he know?”
“Why does it matter?” she asked.
“You don’t see the full picture,” Sergei said. “You were with this man in Murmansk. How did he know to be at the pier at the precise moment to take that video? How did he know to come to Venezuela? These are questions that must be asked and answered, Maya. Do you understand?”
Yeah, she understood. But she needed him to say it. “No. Please explain.”
“This is bigger than you know,” Sergei said. “Let us say that this man could make our job more difficult here in this country. Even more importantly, we must know how he knows certain things. His methods. I assume he is in contact with his people at Langley in some way.”
“By phone.”
“His phone looks normal.”
She shook her head. “I believe it is one of those new smart SAT phones with crazy encryption.”
“We have not been able to break those yet,” Sergei admitted.
She knew this. Or at least suspected it, otherwise she would not have divulged this information. “That is all I know.”
“I don’t believe you. You probably know more than you think you know.” He paused, his eyes inspecting her body. “By the way, you look fantastic tonight.”
Here it comes, she thought. He would try to get her to sleep with him. “Where is Polina?”
“I am not having sex with her,” Sergei said.
“Why not. I would do her. She’s hot.”
His thick brows rose with that revelation, a smile turning up his thin lip.
She leaned across the table and said, “You would like to watch that.”
“Watch and then join in,” he corrected.
“I thought you had a wife back in Moscow.”
“That is another hemisphere. It does not count. Besides, I think she might be having sex with a young SVR officer.”
She checked her watch. “All right. Where are you staying?”
Sergei looked encouraged. “At the Alex a few blocks from here.”
“Room number?”
“Eight fifty-four.”
Maya got up to leave, but Sergei grasped her arm. “What?”
“Be discreet,” he said. “Polina is staying in the room across the hallway.”
She smiled. “I’ll be quiet as a mouse. Do you have an extra key card?”
He shook his head. “Afraid not.”
“I’ll knock quietly.”
He let go of her arm and she left the bar.
* * *
When Karl first heard Maya get out of bed, he thought she was simply going to the bathroom. But then she quietly got dressed and left the room. By the time he got dressed and left the room, she was already in the elevator and heading down. He took the second elevator, but that got him to the lobby after she had already left the building.
Out on the street himself, he finally saw Maya making her way up the main avenue some two blocks ahead of him. He quickened his pace and was within a block when she suddenly stopped, turned and gazed his way. But he had enough time to fall in behind a group of revelers, hiding behind the gaggle.
Once Maya turned into the bar, he was starting to feel like maybe she was simply going out for a drink. But that made no sense, since the hotel bar was still open. No, this was something different.
Karl crossed the wide boulevard and could see that Maya was sitting at a table with someone. Without binoculars, he couldn’t see who she sat with. So, he crossed back across the wide avenue and fell in with another large group of people moving past the front of the bar, making sure to be covered by the others in the group. Now he knew. Maya was meeting with the Russian they had dinner with in Aruba.
He wandered back toward his hotel, a great feeling of angst and disappointment seeping through his body. This was worse than he suspected. Or, perhaps, it was exactly as he had feared. He considered calling this in to his Agency contact, but decided to wait. He needed more information. Instead, he hurried back to his hotel room, got undressed, and slipped back into bed. Before Maya got back, he picked up his phone and sent a quick message to Roddy. Karl needed answers. Pronto.
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Langley, Virginia
CIA Headquarters
CIA Director John Bradford entered the most secure briefing room at Langley, a bunker-level hardened structure that could purportedly withstand a nuclear attack, although not a direct nuclear hit. There weren’t many structures worldwide that could sustain such an attack. But this room was the closest thing to perfect for secure communications. There were no external lines leading out, other than basic electrical wires, which were shielded against electronic surveillance and EMP attacks.
Bradford was understandably anxious after sitting in on a White House meeting and then confronting the Russians. It had been a cat and mouse game with their sometime enemies, bringing up the ship with the missile, while not letting them know how they knew about the incident. The Russians, on the other hand, had denied the existence of the missile, and wanted to talk about broader issues — like the potential conflicts in Asia and India. They were playing high-stakes three-card monte, while the U.S. was using a foam hammer with whack-a-mole.
Also in the briefing room were CIA Director of Operations, Sherm Swanson, Russian analyst Roddy Erikson, and the Chief of Naval Operations, Admiral Jim Bechtold.
Roddy had done most of the briefing of the president, and seemed a bit rattled following that meeting.
Bradford started the meeting. “All right, boys, we’ve got a bit of a dilemma.”
“That’s an understatement,” Sherm said. “The Russians didn’t budge.”
“Has our destroyer been detected, Jim?” Bradford asked the admiral.
“I don’t believe so,” Bechtold said. “They’ve been ordered to stay over the horizon. The radar on that commercial vessel is probably limited.”
“Roddy, what’s our status in Caracas?” Bradford asked the Russian analyst.
Before speaking, Roddy let out a heavy sigh. “Our asset on the ground has encountered both SEBIN officers and those from SVR.” He hesitated, probably expecting a follow up question that never came. So, he continued, “Since we believe our stationed assets have been thoroughly acknowledged in country, we have brought in a couple of fresh faces.”
Bradford interrupted with a wave of his hand. “You said these new assets have been encountered. How did this happen?”
Roddy shook his head. “Unsure at this time, sir.”
This was unacceptable, Bradford thought. “Since our assets have been discovered, why not combine forces? Bring in the local experts?”
Glancing at his direct superior, Roddy seemed to be asking Sherm Swanson to take this question.
Sherm interjected, “We plan on that eventually. But the Caracas station chief, after we briefed him about the potential landing spot for the Russian ship with the missile, has moved most of his people to Puerto La Cruz.”
“Where does that leave Adams and his agent?” Bradford asked.
“Currently in Caracas,” Sherm said.
“Doing what?” the director asked.
Sherm said, “Awaiting instructions.”
The room went silent, as if nobody wanted to broach the obvious question.
Finally, Roddy, the most junior man in the room, said, “Sir, I just got a message from Adams before coming to this meeting. He caught his agent meeting with the Russian SVR officer.”
“What?” Bradford rarely showed emotion, but this was an exception. “What in the fuck is going on? You stuck Adams with a double agent?” Bradford cast his gaze upon the director of operations, who was ultimately responsible for running agents with officers.
Sherm shrugged and shook his head. “This is the first I’m hearing it.”
Roddy jumped in, “I just found out by secure text seconds before entering this meeting, and did not have time to brief the DO.”
“I’m not looking to blame, gents,” Bradford said. “I want to know how you plan on handling it.”
Sherm said, “We’ll take care of it. I still believe that Maya Volkova is with us.”
“She sure as hell better be, Sherm,” Bradford said adamantly. He didn’t normally get this involved with individual operations, but this was different. The stakes were high, and this was Jake Adams’ son. He wouldn’t let this officer down. Everyone needed a wing man.
“We need to focus our attention first on the Russian ship and the nuke,” Sherm reminded his boss.
“Agreed,” Bradford said, and shifted his attention to the Chief of Naval Operations. “What can we do, Jim?”
The admiral smiled and said, “I anticipated this possibility. We have a SEAL team in Puerto Rico standing by. Give the word and we’ll transport them to the McGrath.”
Bradford guessed they didn’t need White House approval to simply deploy a SEAL team into position. But they would need POTUS approval to move on the Russian ship. “Make it happen.”
Moscow, Russia
The Kremlin
Russian President Anton Zima was not happy with the results of his video conference with the Americans. Although he spoke and understood English like a native speaker, the Americans didn’t know this. He had used his translator to delay his responses, allowing him time to think before laying his cards on the table.
Gathered in his secure office were the General of the Army and Minister of Defense, Pavel Bykov, who was the head of the GRU, and the First Deputy Director of the SVR, Boris Abramovich. Neither of these men were present during the conference call with the American president, though.
Zima had just briefed these men on what had transpired with the Americans. “Input?” the president asked.
The GRU general shifted his eyes toward the SVR director.
Boris took this as a sign to stretch his neck out for the ax. “Sir, it sounds like the Americans are lying.”
The president laughed. “Obviously, they are lying. They said they had electronic verification of the missile being on the ship, but we know they had no satellite coverage of Murmansk during the time we transferred the missile to the ship.”
“We could have caught them in their lie,” the GRU general said.
Boris Abramovich shook his head vehemently. “No, no. That was not the play. We could not let them know that we know of their precise satellite positions.”
“That is correct, Boris,” the president said. “Nor could we let them know that we know of their man from Murmansk. Tell me about your people on the ground in Venezuela.”
The First Deputy Director of the SVR shifted in his chair. “As you know, mister president, I was only brought in on this recently. Yet, I have heard from Sergei Zubov just an hour ago that his agent is a bit reluctant to provide proper information.”
President Zima twisted in his chair, his hands nearly crushing the arms. “This agent was recruited because of her parents, correct?”
“Yes, sir,” Boris said. “They were both former KGB assets in St. Petersburg before the mother took her daughter to America at a young age.”
“And the father?” Zima asked.
The SVR director hesitated before saying, “An unfortunate accident.”
Zima knew all too well about accidents, having been an officer himself in the GRU before starting his political career. “Very well. Use whatever leverage you need on this new American woman. Let her know that accidents happen not only to fathers, but to mothers and daughters.”
“A wise choice, sir,” Boris said. “My people will assure success.”
The president got up from his chair and paced the room with his hands clasped behind his back. His men were smart enough to know this meant they had been dismissed. He heard the sounds of them leaving, but he didn’t turn. This was a deadly game they were playing. The Americans would blink. He was sure of this.
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Caracas, Venezuela
Karl slept in the next morning, trying his best not to let Maya know that he had caught her speaking with the Russian SVR officer. He wasn’t stupid enough to think they were simply exchanging borscht recipes. Maya had gotten in to the hotel only minutes after Karl had texted his contact at the Agency the night before. But he hadn’t heard back from Roddy until sometime just before noon. His orders? Be careful and meet with a local agent who had been recruited by a former CIA officer who no longer worked in Venezuela. The Venezuelan government had expelled a number of intel officers a few years back, and this officer had run the most agents in country. Some of these agents were still active with new Agency officers, but others had been put in a holding pattern until things cooled down. This didn’t make sense to Karl, since the country was in such a state of flux currently. Eyes and ears on the streets needed to increase, not decrease.
Because of trust issues, Karl had sent Maya out shopping for new clothes, shoes, and a better bag to carry her gear. She had jumped at the opportunity, taking enough cash from Karl to clothe a small family.
He met the female agent at noon after traveling by bus and metro car for a half an hour, only to end up back near the hotel at a downtown park.
Sweltering heat nearly crushed Karl’s lungs as he walked through the park slowly. Young folks were lying about smoking pot and drinking from bottles covered with paper. The place reminded Karl of images he had seen from the 60s in America. Young rabble-rousers were not just resting, they were recharging and preparing their chants for their nightly protests of the government. More than anything, it seemed to Karl that these young people his age needed one thing. Or maybe two. Jobs and direction.
Karl felt his gun against the skin on his back, where it was covered only by a loose tropical shirt.
Ahead he saw his contact sitting on a park bench. Her code name was Ocelot.
Karl sat, giving the woman in her early 40s enough distance to feel safe. Her hair was fake blonde, streaked with black. Or the other way around. Although a bit chunky, she had obviously been a stunning woman in her youth. Her only visible flaw was a scar along her right jaw line.
“Nice day for a revolution,” Karl said in Spanish, his eyes cast upon the radicals frolicking in the park.
“It is always a good day for that,” she said. Her accent was hard for Karl to discern. She sounded highly educated.
Still not looking at the woman, Karl said, “I understand you have something for me.”
Now she turned to him and caught his attention. “Your Spanish is flawless. Your accent sounds like Madrid or coastal Spain.”
He returned her stare. “Are you a linguist?” he asked.
“A college professor,” she said, switching to English.
Great. He would be surprised if she wasn’t busting crap at night in the protests herself. Moving to English, Karl said, “Nice work if you can handle grading papers.”
She shrugged. “After a while, you get used to lowering your expectations. That way you are not so disappointed.”
Karl wasn’t sure what a college professor could give him. Especially a linguist. If that’s what she was. “You have something for me?”
“I’m not a professor of languages,” she said. “They call me the Ocelot because of this.” She ran her index finger along the scar on her jaw. “I had an incident as a young girl in the jungle south of here. My father was a zoologist. I, on the other hand, am a geologist. To be specific, a petroleum geologist.”
That made more sense to Karl. “A good profession for a country with the largest oil reserves in the world.”
She shrugged. “Perhaps. But in this country a two-year-old could find oil.”
Get to the point, Karl thought. “Does what you have deal with the oil industry?”
“Perhaps. Have you heard of the Orinoco Region?”
He nodded. “Yes. What about it?”
“I just got back from there, trying to discover drilling locations for the Venezuelan government,” she said. “What I found was interesting.”
“In what way?” Karl asked.
“The military has closed off an area in the jungle,” she said. “Not particularly unusual. But they had heavy equipment. They were building something.”
“A training camp?” he asked.
“Perhaps. But there are much better places to conduct military training that does not conflict with the country’s oil production.” She moved closer to him and reached her hand out, as if she needed support.
Karl saw that she had something in her hand, so he put his hand on hers and she slipped a piece of paper to him. The gesture would appear to any casual observer that they had simply held hands briefly. To sell the intimacy, Karl moved in closer and gave her a hug. “Thank you,” he whispered in her ear.
She pulled away a few inches and said, “If I were a little younger, I would take you to my bed.”
“You are young enough,” he said. “But I’m with someone.” It was intended to be an attempt at flattery, but she seemed to take this as a challenge.
“I don’t have a problem with that,” she said.
For some reason, he kissed her on the cheek and then got up to go.
She stopped him by saying, “Check out the location and see if I’m right. I trust payment will come as usual?”
He didn’t know the nature of usual, but had to think the Agency would take care of this for him. “Certainly,” he said.
Karl smiled and walked away, slipping the note into his left front pants pocket.
He got back to the hotel before checking the note. It was simply GPS coordinates, which he checked out on his phone. The last image taken of that area simply showed thick jungle canopy. But that image was a couple of years old. He would need the Agency to get a current shot. So, he sent the coordinates to Roddy.
After a quick shower to clean a layer of sweat, he lay down in the bed for a moment. He hadn’t slept well the night before, so he was a little tired. He guessed that part of his tiredness had to do with the oppressive heat outside. His body was still not used to that kind of hell.
He had barely fallen asleep when Maya came through the door carrying a number of shopping bags.
“You’re sleeping?” Maya asked, setting the bags down.
“Resting,” he said, rising to his elbows. “Recharging. Find some good stuff?”
“You wouldn’t believe how cheap clothes are here,” she said. “I bought you a couple of shirts also.”
Karl sat on the edge of the bed and watched her go through the clothes, showing him what she had purchased. Finally, she pulled out a leather shoulder bag big enough to hold her clothes and extra ammo.
She came to him and he got up to meet her. Without hesitation, she hugged him tightly and said, “I’m liking this arrangement.”
Arrangement? “Murmansk plus about a hundred degrees,” he said with a smirk.
“Not so much the location,” she said. “It’s the company.”
He couldn’t help thinking about her meeting the night before with that senior SVR officer. Was she the best liar he had ever met? Was she playing both sides? Probably on both counts.
“I’m going to shower,” she said. “And then we make love.”
She stripped down in front of him and he immediately wished he had waited to shower with her. Once she was in the shower, his phone buzzed and he picked it up. It said the caller was from Publishers Clearing House.
“Did I win?” Karl asked.
“You like that?” Roddy asked. “You might have hit the jackpot with those coordinates.”
“What is it?”
“We got lucky. Had SAT coverage of that area. It looks like some minor construction. But not likely oil related. The signature of the area is at least twice the size of a normal oil drilling rig build up. But the kicker is what looks like a hardened shelter covered by dirt and fresh sod.”
“A nuclear storage facility?” Karl asked.
“Looks like it from high above,” Roddy said. “But we need someone on the ground for a closer look.”
Someone? “You mean me, right?”
“You and Maya, yes.”
Karl heard the shower finish and Maya would come out soon, so he needed to cut the call short. “All right. We’ll head out in the morning.”
“You’ll need to use the oil company guide, Juan Ruiz,” Roddy said.
“Can I at least trust him?” Karl asked, a subtle indication that he couldn’t even trust his current partner.
The bathroom door opened and Maya came out completely naked. She stopped when she saw Karl on the phone.
“Will do,” Karl said, and then hung up.
“Your stock broker?” she asked.
He shook his head. “I wish. No, it was the Agency. They have a plan for us.”
She put her hands on her naked hips. “Tell me we still have time for this.”
He said nothing. He simply set his phone on the table next to the bed and went to her. They kissed passionately before Karl shoved her onto her back on the bed. Then he quickly planted his mouth between her legs, bringing an immediate gasp from Maya. She was quick to satisfy. But then he didn’t let her rest for a second as he shoved himself deep inside her until they both finished together.
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USS John M. McGrath (DDG-129)
200 Nautical Miles NE of Barbados
The winds were starting to pick up in the Atlantic, the swells occasionally cutting across the bow of the ship as they rocked and rolled.
Lieutenant Commander Rita Carlson, the ship’s XO, had just turned over the helm and conn to the Officer of the Deck and traversed through the internal passageways to the Combat Information Center. Those in the CIC were actively monitoring the Russian merchant ship on large LED screens, along with the current flight of an incoming helo.
Commander Randy Wockovich sat in his command chair in deep thought.
Rita came up next to the captain and said, “How far out, sir?”
“Less than twenty miles,” the captain said. “They’re bucking a heavy headwind.”
Storms in this part of the ocean were rare in February, Rita knew. But that fact didn’t help with their current mission.
“It’ll be a rough landing,” she said.
“There’s no other choice, Rita. They won’t have enough fuel to make it anywhere after dropping their load. Even if they turned back now, they couldn’t make it to Barbados. We have to hope for a lull in the gusts.” The captain glanced over to a petty officer on the far end of the panel of screens. “What’s weather look like?”
“Sir, we’ve got fifty knot winds and twenty foot swells,” the petty officer said.
The captain shook his head. “What’s the position of the Russian ship?”
A junior officer spoke up. “Sir, it’s twenty-two nautical miles south southeast of our location.”
Rita leaned in and said, “We have no choice, sir. That’s a six-man SEAL team aboard the helo. We could drop them into the water and pick them up from there.”
The captain shook his head. “Not in these swells. Even that would be a tough op.”
“We could have them repel down,” the junior officer said.
The XO interjected. “That doesn’t help. The helo still needs to refuel before flying back.”
“As it is,” the captain said, “we’ll have to chock it and tie it down to hot refuel it. Or these winds might blow her off the deck.”
Rita said, “Cross winds will make it almost impossible to land. We’ll have to turn into the wind.”
“Even that could be dangerous,” the captain said. “If they power up to buck the wind and the gusts suddenly stop, they could ram into our hangar bay. Put me on the comm with the helo.”
A petty officer handed the captain a headset. Rita also got a comm to hear the conversation.
“We’re taking a beating out here, captain,” the helo pilot said.
“It’ll be a hard landing,” the captain said. “But we have no choice.”
“Aye, aye, sir,” the pilot said. “We’ll be testing the struts on this bird.”
“What’s the range on the Seahawk?” the captain asked.
The pilot said, “About three hundred and eighty nautical miles. We’re coming up against that soon, so we’re coming in light.”
One of the screens in the CIC showed the rear camera view from the hangar to the fantail. The destroyer slowly turned into the wind to cut down on possible crosswinds. Moments later the Seahawk with the SEALS aboard came in low on the water, almost directly in line with the helo pad. At the last second, the pilot pulled the nose up slightly, the craft struggling against the heavy winds. Then, hovering while still keeping pace with the destroyer, the pilot expertly set the Seahawk onto the pad, but kept the rotors moving. The ground crew chocked the craft and started attaching tie-down chains to hold it in place, while a fueling crew pulled out the heavy hose and connected it to the fuel receptacle after grounding the craft.
Just after touching down, the SEALS quickly extricated from the Seahawk with their gear and pushed their way to the hatch leading to the hangar bay.
Watching this unfold, Rita tightened her grip on the back of the captain’s chair. “Refueling should take only a few minutes, sir.”
“Just like a NASCAR pit crew,” the captain said, loud enough for others in the CIC to hear, bringing a number of smiles and chuckles.
They all watched in anticipation as the helo refueled, the wind whipping the craft and occasional salt spray flying up to greet them. Once they were topped off, the ground crew released the chains and chocks and the helo lifted back off the deck, immediately turned toward the west and rose up away from the rough seas toward home.
Rita breathed a sigh of relief. “Sir, we have a briefing,” she said to the captain.
Commander Wockovich looked confused, but he got up and followed her out of the CIC.
After she closed the hatch, she said, “We need to talk.”
The two of them wandered down the passageway, over knee knockers, through multiple hatches, until they came to the group of officer staterooms. They went into her private stateroom — something they never did because of the potential appearance of impropriety.
Rita paced back and forth in the small stateroom, unsure of how to broach the subject.
“Spit it out, Rita,” the captain said. “What’s bothering you?”
She turned to him. “This whole mission, Randy. Something isn’t right.”
“No shit. The Russians are fucking with us.”
She turned to him and said, “Are they trying to get us to shoot at them?”
The captain said, “I’ve asked Fleet that question, and they have no clue. They did assure me that the CIA was working it, and the president is involved.”
Rita shook her head. “That doesn’t instill confidence, Randy. We now have a SEAL team aboard. And they would only be involved if our government decides to board the Russian ship.”
“Do we have another choice?” he asked. “It’s not like we can just lob a missile at her.”
“What about divine intervention?” She hesitated, but he wasn’t getting her idea. “Perhaps this storm will sink her.”
“That would be sweet,” the captain said. “But not something we can depend on.”
She knew that. But a girl could hope.
* * *
Aboard the Russian merchant ship, Dmitri Vladimirovich Samsonov sat in his private stateroom reading the secure communication that just arrived by satellite communication. It was a file on Commander Randy Wockovich, the American captain of the U.S. Navy Guided Missile Destroyer that had been shadowing them for the past couple of days. The commanding officer of the USS John M. McGrath (DDG-129) had been playing the game perfectly, Dmitri thought. Stay out of visual range with limited communications. But, what the captain did not know, is that this Russian merchant ship was equipped with highly sophisticated radar. Dmitri’s men had even detected the arrival of the helicopter in this massive storm. What would be so important to risk lives with a flight like that? Time would tell.
Now, he wondered about the name Wockovich. Was this captain of Russian heritage? No. He was more likely Polish. But it didn’t matter. The man’s Naval heritage was impressive. His ancestors had served with distinction in both world wars. His brother was an admiral in the Navy, and even his sister was a captain. The only blemish on the man’s record was the incident with his previous ship, where it had collided with a civilian craft by Puerto Rico. Normally, this would not lead to command of the newest destroyer in the fleet, but perhaps to early retirement. Maybe this would make the man cautious. Dmitri smiled with that thought.
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Caracas, Venezuela
Feelings were for high school girls and European men in skinny jeans with man buns. For Karl Adams, he had always found a way to bypass the urge to let emotions control his actions. Yet, he was struggling with the Maya issue. On one hand, he had spent a lot of time with her over the past few months, from Murmansk to Aruba and now in Venezuela. Logically, he knew he should not trust her. Yet, a part of him reasoned that she could still be on his side. The nagging issue for Karl had to be the words of his father — never trust an agent developed by another Agency officer.
The night before had been both pleasurable, with the relationship he had with Maya in their shared bed, but also disturbing due to the street protests and riots that had scared the capital city. Daylight exposed the true nature of the so-called freedom-loving rabble-rousers. They continued to leave trash and used signs behind on the streets as if they owned a forest to produce these signs. The sidewalks smelled of urine and feces.
Karl was alone as he wandered down the main shopping street a block from his hotel. He had gotten a message from the Agency to meet with the Agency station chief at a coffee shop — an odd place to remain anonymous, Karl thought, but he didn’t make the rules. He still didn’t know enough to decide what orders he could ignore.
His phone had flashed an image of the station chief for less than thirty seconds over breakfast at the hotel. The biggest problem had not been selling Maya on a ruse to allow Karl to go to the meeting. No, she was still asleep upstairs in their room. Karl’s problem was shaking the Russians and the Venezuelan intel officers, which he knew were somewhere behind him.
A block from the coffee shop, this became a non-issue when an old van pulled over to the curb and two men jumped out. Karl was about to draw his weapon, but then he saw the station chief sitting inside the van. When the station chief said his name, his real name and not one of his fake names, he relaxed somewhat and got into the van with the men. The van pulled back out and cruised somewhere in the downtown region of Caracas. The windows were tinted nearly black from the outside, but Karl could still see the city slide by from inside.
“Karl Adams,” the man said brusquely. “Same side.”
If these men were the bad guys, they would have taken his gun, Karl thought. The CIA station chief in front of him had long scraggly hair, mostly gray, with an equally disheveled beard that needed a trim. The guy looked like a crazy physics professor contemplating a replacement for the Big Bang Theory.
The two men who had hauled him into the van slipped to the far back seats of the van, trying to look menacing, but unfortunately failing.
“I was expecting coffee,” Karl said. “Maybe a doughnut.”
“You just ate a full breakfast at the hotel,” the station chief said.
Now Karl was a bit disturbed. He had not caught someone watching him. At this point, Karl thought it best to let the station chief talk.
“I’m thinking about kicking you out of the country,” the professorial station chief said.
“Why?”
“You were sent here as an unknown,” the station chief said. “Somehow you were compromised even before you hit the shore.”
Karl shook his head. “The Russians have no clue who I am. Nor do those with SEBIN.”
“They might not know you more than the man from Murmansk, but they know that you are probably an Agency asset. That’s enough.”
Karl glanced about the inside of the van. “And they damn sure know everyone in this vehicle. They probably even know they have to special order micro-sized condoms online.”
The station chief said nothing for a long minute. Then he smiled and said, “I knew your mother. We worked together once in the Middle East.”
Where was this going? “And?”
“And you have that same indignant demeanor,” he said. “She didn’t take shit from anyone.”
Karl had not really known his own mother as anything other than a distant aunt, but he had heard similar stories about Toni Contardo growing up. Of course, his mother, or real aunt, had never told him his mother was a CIA officer.
The station chief continued, “And your father. I never met him, but Langley was full of stories about his exploits. Perhaps this legacy is why such a young officer is allowed to work alone so early in his career.”
Was that a question? Karl thought not. No, this man was not happy with Karl’s appearance in his domain. “I kicked in doors and interrogated some of the worst assholes on earth in the Army. And I have worked with my father on a critical operation. Langley feels I’m ready to operate independently without training wheels, so if you take issue with that, you might want to take your complaint to the Director himself.”
The station chief seemed a bit nervous now.
“I assume you have some information for me,” Karl said. “Let’s go. After all that coffee at the hotel, I could really take a dump.”
“Information goes both ways,” the station chief said.
This was crazy. For some reason the Agency must have been keeping what Karl knew compartmentalized. “My chain of command is directly to the Agency.”
Pointing his skinny finger at Karl, the man said, “This is my country. Nothing happens here without my knowledge.”
“That’s nice. But I don’t work for you. I was told to meet you for coffee, and that you might have some information for me. Is that the case, or were you just talking shit to Langley?”
“Listen, you little punk. I’m here to tell you that if that missile ever hits Venezuelan soil, we will be taking the lead. Do you understand?”
Yeah, Karl understood. This station chief felt like the Agency had just measured dicks and he had come up short. “I’m not trying to step on toes here,” Karl said. “I was given a job and I’m just trying to do it to the best of my ability.”
The station chief motioned to the driver to pull over, which he did. Karl stepped out onto the sidewalk, realizing immediately that he was less than a block from his hotel.
Before Karl walked away, the station chief said, “Someday you’ll need the cavalry. You better hope to God we’re ready and willing to come charging in.”
Karl left it like that, without a smartass comeback. Maybe he had grown. As the van pulled away, he glanced about the area, making sure the Russians or the Venezuelan intel officers were nowhere in sight. Nothing. Good. He wandered back to his hotel, wondering what in the hell he stepped in now. This hadn’t been a meeting. It was an ambush. A warning. The station chief had just tried to intimidate Karl. But he was the son of Jake Adams and Toni Contardo, and he didn’t scare easily.
When he got to his room, Maya had already showered and dressed. Her new bag was also packed.
“Everything alright?” she asked.
“Yeah. I just need to shit, shower and shave and we can be on our way.”
A half hour later they checked out of the hotel and waited for their ride in the lobby. Karl still could not see anyone watching them. Had the Russians given up on him? Not likely. Russians had the patience of a sloth.
After waiting a few minutes, their ride showed up out front — the white Toyota SUV driven by Juan Ruiz, vice president of new development for Antigua Petroleum.
Ruiz got out and set their bags in the back under a cover before getting back behind the wheel. Karl was in the front seat with the oil company man, while Maya sat in the seat behind the driver.
“Did you two have fun in Caracas?” Ruiz asked.
“The hotel was nice,” Karl admitted.
Maya said nothing.
Before taking off, Ruiz glanced at Karl and asked, “Where now?”
Karl had tracked the GPS location on his phone the night before and thought about the map of Venezuela, coming up with the largest major city close to the coordinates. “Do you know Ciudad Bolivar?”
“Of course,” Ruiz said. “It’s in the heart of the Orinoco Belt. We have a small office there. Do you need to meet someone there?”
Shaking his head, Karl said, “No. That’s just the closest major city. Is it far?”
Ruiz put the SUV in gear and pulled away from the hotel. “Too far to drive. We’ll take the company plane.”
Karl glanced to the back seat at Maya, who seemed tired and indifferent. “You have a pilot standing by?”
“Yes, of course,” Ruiz said.
“Can you trust his discretion?”
Smiling, Ruiz said, “I hope so. I will be our pilot.”
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Langley, Virginia
CIA Headquarters
Gathered again in a secure briefing room were the CIA Director John Bradford, the CIA Director of Operations Sherm Swanson, and the Chief of Naval Operations Jim Bechtold. The CNO also had a female captain with him on this visit. Manning the projection equipment was analyst Roddy Erikson.
Roddy stood before a large LED screen showing a map of the region where the Russian ship was currently located, along with a blip on the screen indicating the USS McGrath.
Swiveling in his chair toward the naval officers, Bradford said, “I understand the SEAL team made it to the destroyer.”
Bechtold said, “Yes, they did. I understand it was a rough ride and even rougher landing.”
Bradford glanced at the female naval officer, noticing her name tag for the first time. “Wockovich. Any relation to the captain of the McGrath?”
After a short hesitation, the Navy captain said, “Yes, sir. He’s my younger brother.”
The CNO waved his hand and said, “You can’t swing a dead cat in the Navy without hitting a Wockovich. They’re a prominent naval family.”
The CIA Director knew this. “Is your older brother, the admiral, still in San Diego?”
“Yes, sir,” the captain said. “He’s the Third Fleet commander.”
“Impressive family,” Bradford concluded.
The captain gave a half smile. She was a large-boned woman hovering about halfway on the attractiveness scale. But with a quick glance at her ribbons and golden wings, Bradford could see that she had been a naval aviator with an Air Medal.
Roddy briefed the room on the progress of the ships toward Venezuela, pointing to the potential port of call at Puerto La Cruz. “They’re still experiencing heavy seas, though, slowing their progress.”
“Not by much,” the CNO interjected. “They’re taking their time on purpose.”
“Are you sure?” Bradford asked.
The CNO said, “Yes. The merchant ships aren’t made for speed anyway, but they seem to be intentionally plodding along.”
This was interesting news to Bradford. Why would the Russians slow-walk bringing the ship to port? “Any speculation on why they’re taking their sweet time?”
Both naval officers shook their heads.
“If you had to speculate,” the CIA director said.
“Port of calls are like airline flights,” the CNO said. “They have a window to hit.”
Bradford knew that much. “And they just changed their shipping schedule from Africa recently. So, that makes sense. The bigger question, though, is what we should do with the ship.”
The CNO deferred this question to Captain Wockovich, who said, “There are a few options based on the Law of the Sea.”
Bradford laughed. “The Russians could give two fucks about the law. They’re in violation of at least the INF Treaty. A stern letter to the UN won’t do here, Captain.”
“I was getting to that,” she said. “We could board the Russian ship with our SEAL team and inspect her.”
“We could just sink the fucker,” Bradford said.
“That might start World War Three,” she said.
“Placing a restricted nuke in our hemisphere is not an act of peace, Captain.”
The captain was about to say something, but she held her tongue. Discretion is the better part of valor, Bradford thought. But he didn’t have that luxury. The president wanted options.
A red light came on above the door to the room, and Bradford knew that was a sign that something was wrong. They had all left their cell phones in the outer office. Roddy went to the door and let a man in, who immediately went to the CIA director and whispered in his ear. Then he left swiftly.
Bradford considered this new information and finally said, “This could change everything, folks. Our destroyer, the USS John McGrath, has just discovered a Russian sub tracking them.”
The Chief of Naval Operations stood up quickly, followed by Captain Wockovich, and headed toward the door.
Bradford said, “Wait a minute.”
The two naval officers stopped and stared at the CIA director with anticipation.
Continuing, Bradford said, “Let’s spitball some scenarios based on this new information.”
The naval officers came back to the table and they plotted out every possible outcome of conflict with the Russians. No idea was too far-fetched; no option was left unsaid. The big problem, everyone in the room agreed, would be bringing their recommendation to the full National Security Council and the president.
USS John M. McGrath (DDG-129)
Commander Randy Wockovich paced around the CIC, knowing instinctively that this moment in his naval career could make or break his future. Sure, he was required to follow orders through the fleet to the Pentagon and all the way up the chain to the president of the United States. Yet, there was always some discretion in command of a ship at sea, based on the safety of a ship’s crew. In the end, though, he would follow orders despite his personal feelings.
His second in command, the XO Lt. Commander Rita Carlson, had just taken over the conn from the Officer of the Deck on the bridge. “Position of the sub?” Rita asked over the headset.
The sonar operator said, “Four nautical miles. Depth, three four nine. Port astern.”
“Have you determined boat type?” the captain asked sonar.
Instead of sonar taking the question, a junior officer turned to the captain from his terminal after bringing up an image. “Sir, we believe it’s a Russian Kilo Class.”
The sonar petty officer said, “Sounds like a Type six three six.”
Commander Wockovich knew that this was one of the quietest diesel subs in the world. Which is probably why it had gone so long without detection. “Do they know we know they’re there?”
Sonar nodded his head. “Yes, sir. They have to know. They’re not running silent.”
“But they obviously were,” Wockovich said.
“Yes, sir.”
Why in the hell would they do that? “Have they communicated with the Russian merchant ship?” He put this out there for the entire CIC, but was really asking intel and comm.
The intel officer said, “No, sir.”
What the hell are the Russians up to? The captain said, “Could this be one of the older Kilo Class subs the Russians sold to Venezuela?”
The intel officer took this question. “No, sir. We believe this is B-271. The Kolpino. Commissioned November 2016.”
The Russians wouldn’t put one of their newest most advanced subs in play this way unless this merchant ship was carrying something very important, the captain thought. But this made his job much more difficult. If he had the SEAL team board the merchant ship on the high seas, the sub could consider that an act of war. They would need a damn good reason to search the Russian ship. And that order would have to come from Fourth Fleet Command.
Aboard the Russian submarine, B-271 Kolpino
Vasili Petrov, Captain 1st Rank of the Russian Navy, glanced at himself in his stateroom mirror. He wore his casual uniform with epaulets displaying his three stars and two gold stripes. Petrov was a tough old bastard, having started his naval career during the waning days of the Cold War nearly 30 years ago. Although he would probably retire following this deployment, he wasn’t exactly thinking that way at this time. Ever since leaving their northern port near Murmansk to escort the merchant ship, he was musing over warmer climates for his retirement. He had once pulled into port in the Spanish port of Palma de Mallorca, but he wasn’t sure if his meager retirement would go very far in that opulent setting. Perhaps the Canary Islands would be more favorable. He could still be near the sea, still smell the salt air daily, and enjoy the warmth of the temperate islands.
There was a light knock on his cabin hatch. He turned and opened the water-tight hatch, revealing his executive officer, Lieutenant Commander Ivan Gushin. Ivan was a brusque leader who never let his rank go unnoticed by his crew. He had a tendency to simply glance at his epaulets displaying two stars and two gold stripes. Because of this habit, the captain would mock his XO occasionally by looking at his own rank during particularly tense moments when his second in command questioned his authority. Ivan, you see, was on his rise up the chain. Once he got his own command he would stay there just long enough to punch his ticket for his resume. Then he planned to jump ship, literally, and move on to politics. A loyal follower of former president Putin, Ivan wanted to be just like that man. Even stronger.
“What is it, Ivan?” the captain asked, turning back to his small mirror. He could still see his XO over his shoulder.
“The Americans have finally discovered us,” Ivan said.
Vasili turned to his young protégé and said, “It took them long enough.”
“We have superior technology,” the XO said, a slight smirk on his face.
Right. The truth was that they had run nearly silent and deep as they followed the merchant ship. Only recently had they gotten within the sonar range of the Americans. Also, they had gone active only so the Americans could not specifically identify them in their database.
“How have they reacted to our presence?” the captain asked.
“No countermeasures, sir.”
Interesting, Vasili thought. Normally, the Americans liked to play games with them. Cat and mouse. But his XO had to know that the Americans still possessed superior technology. They were ordered from the top to tell their crew members how this new class of diesel Kilo submarines provided the quietest technology in the world. But in reality, Vasili knew that the Americans had already discovered ways to find them. It was true that the Kolpino was capable of discovering enemy subs at four times greater distance than they could be discovered by the enemy. Yet, that was not true of every enemy ship. In reality, the Americans had probably known of their presence from the moment they left port near Murmansk.
The captain clasped the top button on his uniform and straightened his jacket over his hips. “Let the games begin, Ivan.”
The XO smiled conspiratorially. These were the exact words his younger officer wanted to hear.
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Ciudad Bolivar, Venezuela
Through Karl’s career in the Army, he had flown in a number of different aircraft, from large Air Force C-5s to small single-engine observation aircraft. He trusted the skill of military pilots. But he had no idea about the flying skills of one Juan Ruiz, the Houston oil company executive. Karl was quickly relieved when they got to the private airfield outside Caracas, where the corporate airplane awaited them. This single-engine plane with the corporate logo had to be damn near brand new. And Ruiz was a superb pilot. It wasn’t until they were halfway to their destination that Ruiz revealed he had once been a U.S. Navy aviator, flying reciprocating aircraft to the flight deck of carriers. Although that had been decades ago, Ruiz still had skills.
“This is the heart of the Orinoco Belt,” Ruiz said as they approached the small airport.
The oil exec made a smooth landing and taxied to a beat-up hangar, shutting done the engine and turning to Karl and Maya. “See. I didn’t kill you.”
Heading through the hangar to the front, a beat up white SUV with the oil company logo on it, waited for them. This Toyota had large, oversized tires, and the white paint was splattered heavily with brown mud.
From the front passenger seat, Karl brought up the GPS coordinates of the location given to him. From that, he mapped out their destination and directed Ruiz which way to go.
They were on the edge of the city already, so they didn’t have to deal with much traffic. After a short distance, they were traveling on a lonely country road with sketchy pavement.
Just then a text came in from Roddy at the Agency. It simply said to call him when he could safely do so.
Karl glanced to the back seat at Maya, who seemed half asleep from the travel. Then he looked to Ruiz and asked, “How familiar are you with this area?”
Ruiz shrugged. “We have wells all over this region. Anytime you see a gate across a dirt track out here, it will more than likely end up at a working derrick.”
“Could you pull over for a quick relief?” Karl asked.
Ruiz pulled to the side of a road and put the vehicle in park. “Be careful. There are a lot of wild creatures out there that will do harm. If you have to poop, there’s toilet paper in the glove box.”
“I’m good,” Karl said, and then got out. He moved around to the blind spot and took out his phone, punching in the number for his Agency contact.
“Good to hear from you, Karl,” Roddy said. He sounded out of breath.
“What’s up?”
“I need to brief you on our friends in the Russian ship.”
“Okay.”
Roddy explained the current situation, including the new introduction of the Kilo-class sub trailing them.
“Makes sense,” Karl said. “After leaving Murmansk, the ship passed right by the largest sub base in Russia. It only verifies our suspicions. You don’t send the newest Russian sub if it’s not protecting something important.”
“That was our thought as well,” Roddy said. “Where are you?”
“You should be tracking my SAT phone,” Karl said.
“Well, Big Brother is always watching, but I thought you could verify your location.”
“About twenty miles from our target,” Karl said. He checked his watch and added, “We might have enough light to check out the location.”
“You should have hours of light,” Roddy said.
Karl looked up to the sky. “True, but it looks like a massive front is coming in.” Just as he said this, the wind started to pick up, twisting the tree tops and blowing forest debris in every direction.
Maya suddenly got out of the SUV carrying a roll of toilet paper. She smiled as she headed into the forest a short distance before squatting.
“I should probably get going,” Karl said.
“Wait. Our recent images of the area are inconclusive. The forest canopy could be covering a number of buildings.”
Karl thanked Roddy and then punched off the call, placing the phone back in his pocket. While he was out there, he did relieve himself. Maya came back and smiled when she saw him midstream.
“The opposite of shrinkage,” she said.
“I really had to go.”
“What did the Agency want?”
“Just an update. I told them we were almost there and would get back with them once we verified the site.” He shook off and zipped up.
She nuzzled close to him. “Now you got me all hot.”
“I’d take you up against the SUV, but I don’t think Ruiz would appreciate that.”
“Maybe not. But I would.”
Good to know. “Later.”
She rubbed his arm. “Promise.”
“Scouts honor.”
They got back into the SUV and Ruiz pulled back out onto the lonely road. The closer they got to their location, the more suspicious Karl got about the intel he had gotten from the college professor in Caracas. How in the hell had she simply stumbled across this location?
Soon they turned onto an even more isolated road heading deeper into the jungle. This road was barely wide enough for two vehicles to pass safely.
Suddenly, Ruiz pulled over to the side of the road.
Karl knew immediately why he had done so. A large truck approached from the other direction. The truck was as green as the surrounding forest, and looked to be a military transport with a camo top over the bed.
Ruiz waved to the driver of the truck as it passed, but got nothing back from the driver. “We have to be close now.”
Checking his phone GPS, Karl said, “The location should be up ahead about a mile on the right.”
“Perhaps we should just watch from here,” Ruiz said.
“Watch what?” Karl wanted to know.
“Comings and goings of vehicles. That was obviously not an oil exploration truck that just passed us.”
“It was Venezuelan Army,” Karl said, as he checked out the terrain on his phone map. Then he pointed into the forest and said, “The land rises at least five hundred feet in that direction.”
Leaning forward, Maya asked, “How far?”
“Looks like about a little more than a half a mile,” Karl said. He clicked from map terrain view to satellite view. “And it looks like there could be an opening here, which might give us a view of the site.”
Silence in the SUV as each of them considered their prospects.
Finally, Karl said, “It would be nice if we had a camera with a nice lens.”
Ruiz smiled. “I can help with that.” He got out and went to the back end, returning with two items — a Nikon digital camera with a variable zoom lens, and a pair of 10x50 Zeiss binoculars. He handed both to Karl. “This should help.”
Karl smiled. “Outstanding.” He accepted both, handing the binoculars to Maya in the back.
Now, Karl glanced up at the sky and saw that it seemed to be getting even darker. “What do you think this weather will do?”
“Doesn’t look good,” Ruiz said.
“I could just go myself,” Karl said. “Get some shots and get out. You two wait down here for me.”
“That’s probably best,” Ruiz said, somewhat relieved.
“No frickin’ way,” Maya said. “I’m going with you.”
Karl considered her plea. The two of them had come a long way from simple college students in Murmansk. But he still wasn’t sure if he could entirely trust her, especially after seeing her with the Russian SVR officer in Caracas.
Shifting his head toward the back of the SUV, Karl said, “All right. Let’s go.” Then to Ruiz he said, “I need you to drive up the road and call me with what you see. That’s it.”
“I can do that,” Ruiz said.
Karl got out and went to the back, pulling out their small duffle bags. They couldn’t leave those behind, since none of the clothes would match Ruiz. Plus, Karl had extra Glock magazines, additional passports, and too much cash to explain.
Maya immediately took her own bag and slung it over her strong shoulders. Then she adjusted the binoculars on her chest.
Together, they walked off into the thick jungle.
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At first the going was easy for Karl and Maya. They had stashed their bags in the jungle near the place that Ruiz had pulled over to the side of the road. But, after about a hundred yards into the jungle, the terrain began to rise up and the tangle of forest became much more intense.
Then came the rain.
This wasn’t a light sprinkle. It was a full-on deluge, soaking them each to the bone.
Occasionally, Karl would sneak a look back at Maya during a particularly difficult stretch of jungle, where they could have used a machete to cut away the vines that stuck to their clothes and cut into their skin, making them each bleed from multiple gashes in their hands. Gloves would have been good, Karl thought. Maya was having a rough time, but she was holding her own, keeping up with Karl’s pace.
He stopped to get directions from his phone. They had traveled less than a half a mile so far. Yet, it seemed like they had been traveling all day.
While he was looking at his phone, a text came in from Ruiz.
“What is it?” Maya asked as she caught her breath.
“Ruiz. He said he cruised past the gate to the compound. Although the forest was thick on both of the sides of the entry, he could see a high fence with razor wire on top. The gate itself was protected by armed guards. And he thought he could see cameras along the top of the fence.”
“My guess is they also have motion sensors,” she said.
“No doubt. And orders to shoot intruders. But I don’t plan to get that close.”
“Where is Ruiz now?” she asked.
“A couple of miles down the road. He didn’t want to head back to our drop point for a while or it would have looked suspicious.”
Maya shifted her head up the hill. “How much farther?”
Karl shrugged. “About a half mile more.”
“How long have we come so far?”
“About the same.”
“My God. This is killer.”
She wasn’t wrong, he thought. This was the most inhospitable forest he had ever tried to traverse.
“I could use a drink of water,” she said.
“Same here.” The last time he had been stuck in the forest was the taiga of Russia, where he had been forced to drink unsecure water — hoping like hell he didn’t get a water-born parasite. But he preferred Giardia to dehydration, which would kill him faster than any parasite. “We should find flowing water.”
Maya smile and pointed up. “There’s some flowing water.” She tried to catch the downpour in her mouth, and was somewhat successful.
Karl tried the same thing. Then he pushed forward, moving slowing up the hill. After about two hundred yards, he could hear a roaring flow of water. What had been a tiny stream was now a full waterfall down the side of the hill. They both went to their knees and took in as much water as they could.
Satisfied, and waterlogged in and out, they continued up the hill. In a quarter of a mile the jungle started to open up somewhat. Then they were in a clearing on the top of the hill, the place Karl had seen on his phone map. He pulled out his phone and checked on their location.
Karl pointed toward the southwest. “If we head over there, we should be able to overlook the compound.”
The rain seemed to give way to clearer skies, as if the clouds only wanted to feed the thick jungle and not the opening on the hill.
Karl brought them to a precipice of rocks, where they sat overlooking the tops of the trees in the jungle. He pulled up the camera with the zoom lens and took the cap off that had protected the lens from rain. His calculations had been correct. Through the lens, he could see most of the compound below. With the slight pause in the rain, Karl started shooting a number of images. Then he checked the back screen to verify his shots.
Meanwhile, Maya viewed the scene below through her binoculars. “That’s a lot bigger than I thought it would be,” she said.
“That’s what she said,” Karl quipped.
She smiled and said, “Yes, I did. What do you think?”
“You see that long building?”
“The one with the grass on top?”
“Yep. That’s a hardened nuclear facility.”
She turned to him. “Are you sure?”
He zoomed in and held the camera steady. Then he shot a series of pictures. “Positive. You don’t build a hardened structure like that out in the middle of the jungle unless you’re trying to hide something significant.”
“You think that’s where they’re bringing the missile?”
“What do you see closer to us?”
“The construction equipment?”
“Just to the side of that.”
She shook her head. “I don’t know. Tell me.”
“They’ve staked out the foundation for another hardened shelter,” he said. Then he took a few more shots.
“We need to get this back to the Agency,” she said.
He was way ahead of her. Karl turned over the camera and removed the memory card. Then he pulled the card from his SAT phone and replaced it with the camera card, transferring just a few vital shots to his phone memory. He encrypted the images into a folder and attached them to a secure text to Roddy at the Agency. Within a couple of minutes, the images were sent.
Roddy acknowledged receipt almost immediately.
A couple of minutes later, Karl’s phone buzzed. He saw that it was Roddy, so he answered it. “Yeah. You got them?”
“These are much better than our SAT images,” Roddy said. “How close are you?”
“Less than a quarter mile to the perimeter fence. Why?”
“Can you get any closer?”
“Doubtful,” Karl said. “It’s raining like a bitch here. And I’m guessing that fence is electrified.”
“Understand,” Roddy said. “That hardened shelter looks big enough to hold at least four transporter erector launchers like the one you saw in Murmansk.”
Karl was thinking the same thing. “Then we might have a bigger problem than we thought. What if this new missile is just the tip of the iceberg?”
“You think that shelter already houses missiles?” Roddy asked.
“I don’t know,” he said truthfully. “But it also looks like they’re constructing another hardened shelter. That would mean eight missiles.”
“Assuming this is the only location in Venezuela,” Roddy posited.
“This could be a power move by Russia,” Karl said.
“What if they wanted us to see the missile in Murmansk?” Roddy asked.
Glancing at Maya, Karl said, “How would that work?”
“We had intel that something might be going down at the harbor that night,” Roddy explained.
Karl had a feeling where this was going, but he wasn’t sure he wanted to know the reality of this. “From where?”
“Is Maya with you?” Roddy asked.
He tried not to look at her. “Yes,” Karl said.
“She’s the one who said something was going down at the shipyard.”
That made sense now, Karl thought. Maya had insisted they try to fly his drone at night, despite the harsh weather. And they could have simply flown the drone at the soccer stadium near their apartment building, but Maya had wanted a view of the city from the harbor, with the lights from the city reflecting off the water.
“Interesting,” Karl said. “What are my orders now?”
“Watch your ass and get the hell out of there.”
“And?” Karl hoped Roddy understood what he was asking.
“You don’t know for sure if she is working the other side to the detriment of our side,” Roddy said softly. “Keep your friends close and your enemies closer.”
“Roger that,” Karl said. Just then he heard a buzzing in the light rain somewhere above the forest canopy below. “Gotta run. We have company.”
“Karl,” Maya said, as she peered through the binoculars. “A drone.”
He knew.
She got up and was about to run, but Karl came to her and took her in his arms. Then he planted a passionate kiss on her lips. As their bodies meshed together, he hoped the drone would not see the camera or the binoculars. Perhaps they would assume they were simply a couple out for a hike.
Maya pulled away slightly and said, “That was unexpected.”
By now the drone was overhead and had stopped there, hovering at least a hundred feet above them.
Karl kissed her again, trying his best not to expose either of their faces to the cameras on the drone. In a moment, he could hear the buzz of the rotors as the drone moved off toward the northeast.
Pulling award from her, Karl said, “Let’s go.”
The two of them ran across the open area back the way they came. As Karl ran, he thought about the prospect of being caught. What would the Venezuelans do to them? Would they simply turn them over to the Russians?
By the time the two of them got to the edge of the opening and started into the thick jungle undercover, Karl felt a buzz in his pocket. He grabbed Maya by the arm to slow her down. Hidden under the canopy of forest, Karl checked his phone. It was a text from Ruiz in all caps reading, ‘SHIT SANDWICH.’
Karl hit the button to dial Ruiz. The phone came on, but it wasn’t the oil company man.
In Spanish, the man said, “We have your friend. Turn yourself in or he ends up in a prison without windows.”
Thinking about what to say, Karl settled on, “I am a simple college student on a hike in this beautiful jungle.” His Spanish was perfect, without dialect.
The man on the other end of the phone laughed. “You are a spy. We shoot spies in this country.” Then the phone went blank.
Maya touched Karl’s arm. “What is it?”
“They have Ruiz.”
“He will be okay, right?” Maya said with uncertainty. “After all, he is a sanctioned oil company worker.”
All true, Karl thought. But this would be different. He had a feeling the Russians were running the show at this compound.
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Before taking another step, Karl checked his phone and saw that he was down to about twenty percent power. He sent a quick text to Roddy at the Agency, explaining their current situation. Then he waited.
“What are we doing?” Maya asked.
“Trying to see if we can get some help.”
“How would they find us in this jungle?” She waved her hands around.
“Infrared. If they didn’t have FLIR on the drone, they could call in a helo with a FLIR pod, searching for our heat signature.”
“We can’t walk out of this jungle,” she pronounced. “And it will be getting dark soon. I can’t imagine the animals waiting for us here.”
“We’ll be fine,” he reassured her. “If we have to use our guns, we can do so. But only at a last resort, or the shots will help them find us.”
She took his hand in hers. “I’m afraid, Karl.”
He knew they were on their turf. They would know how to deal with the jungle much better than Karl and Maya.
“It’s not panic time,” he said.
“We have to have a plan,” she said.
His phone buzzed and he saw that Roddy had answered him. The Agency said to get the hell out of Dodge. They would deal with Juan Ruiz through the American embassy. But as far as anyone in America was concerned, they had no clue who Karl or Maya were or what they were doing in Venezuela. Use Canadian contingency protocol, Roddy said.
Karl gave Maya the news. Their cover was as Canadian college students searching for the elusive Ocelot cat.
He lifted the camera to view the back screen, and found the images he had taken of the missile compound from the precipice. He deleted the pictures and made sure they could not be recovered. Karl thought about the images he had transferred to his phone, but the Venezuelans would never be able to break the encryption on these files. Now he thought about their bags, which they had left near the drop point. Hopefully, the soldiers would not find those, or they would never be able to explain the extra passports.
“They’ll expect us to move away from the compound,” Karl said.
“That makes sense.”
“So, we’ll head toward it.”
“That doesn’t make sense. Are you crazy?”
“Maybe a little. But we need more proof that they plan on deploying and storing banned nukes here in the Venezuelan jungle than SAT photos and images from a zoom lens.”
“How do we get proof?”
That was the tough part. There were no good options. Only options that could either get them put in jail or killed. “We get a little closer.”
He took her hand and led her into the jungle toward the Venezuelan missile site. As they traveled down the side of the hill toward the perimeter fence, the rain fluctuated from occasional drops to full-on downpours. They couldn’t get any wetter, Karl reasoned. But he was concerned about the fence ahead. Even if it wasn’t electrified, they didn’t have the tools to cut through it or go over the top. How would they get any closer than the outer perimeter? Karl also expected cameras and motion sensors.
About half way to the compound, Karl’s phone beeped, indicating it was low on power.
“Was that a text?” she asked him.
Karl found a rock and he sat down for a moment. He dug into one of his pants pockets and found a fully charged spare phone battery. In a few seconds, he swapped out batteries. Then he checked on the distance to the actual compound, which was less than a quarter mile ahead in the jungle. That meant the perimeter fence should be coming up soon. Once the new battery went in, he got a number of texts almost immediately. They were all from Roddy.
“What’s going on?” Maya asked.
“Roddy said the American embassy petitioned the Venezuelan government already for the release of Juan Ruiz. The Venezuelans were shocked.”
“Let me guess. They have no knowledge of the man.”
“Doesn’t say. Roddy shifted ideas once he found out we were heading toward the compound. He told us to wait until dark before we try to breach the perimeter.”
“How does he expect us to do that anyway?”
Karl had no clue. “He says he has something in the works.”
“Good to know.”
Looking to the sky and then checking his watch, Karl realized that darkness would be upon them soon. Then he glanced at the map on his phone. “Let’s get down to the fence,” he said.
Karl got up and led the way into some of the most inhospitable brambles they had encounter to this point. The going was slow. By the time they saw the tall perimeter fence, they were nearly upon it. The Venezuelans had obviously taken the lead from the Russians. The swath they had cut through the jungle was just wide enough to construct the fence and perhaps view intruders. The inside of the fence had a road that ran the length of the fence. That would make it easier for patrols and fence maintenance.
Maya was about to say something, but Karl put his finger to his lips. Then he whispered into her ear. “They could have audio.” This wasn’t likely, considering how noisy a jungle could be. But better to be careful.
His phone suddenly buzzed. Karl checked it out. Roddy saw that they were at the perimeter. ‘Now what?’ Karl asked Roddy by text.
Now the buzz from his phone was an actual call. Karl picked up and simply listened.
“Hey, we got you some help,” Roddy said.
“What kind?” Karl whispered.
“Other than the phones, do you have any electronic turned on?”
Karl thought about the camera, but that was turned off. “No. Why?”
“Is it fully dark there?”
“Nearly so.”
“Good,” Roddy said. “Turn off your phones and remove the batteries within the next fifteen minutes.”
Karl considered the demand. “You have an EMP?”
“We tried to hack into their computer system,” Roddy said. “But the Russians have obviously shored up their system. Let’s see how they like living in the stone age.”
“They could have backup systems,” Karl surmised.
“I’m guessing they do. Which is why we’ll hit them twice, fifteen minutes apart. One on the next hour and then fifteen after. So, keep your phones off for a while.”
That was great, but they would still have to find a way through the fence. “What about the fence?”
“I can’t help you with that,” Roddy said. “You have three choices — over, under or through it. Pick one.”
“Thanks, pal.”
Roddy clicked off.
Karl immediately turned off his phone and removed the battery.
Maya did the same with her phone. Then she quietly asked, “What’s going on?”
Checking his watch, Karl said, “Electro-magnetic pulse in about fifteen minutes. We need to find a place to breech the perimeter fence. Maybe the rain has eroded a place to go under it.”
They moved quietly through the forest as darkness slowly came up them, as if God were dimming his lights for them. Karl thought it would be best to move deeper into the jungle, since the terrain moved slightly higher that way. Perhaps the rain had given way some soil and the Venezuelans had not run the fence too deep into the soil. Sometimes with electronic surveillance builders of physical perimeters were less concerned about structural barriers. It also helped that this compound was out in the middle of nowhere.
As Karl moved forward through the jungle, keeping the fence to his left shoulder, he could hear water running up ahead. But by now the darkness, in conjunction with the swirling clouds overhead, had nearly obscured the terrain.
Putting a finger in the air to Maya, Karl slowly moved toward the source of the water. The newly formed creek cut along the edge of the perimeter fence, washing away a large swath of soil and exposing the bottom of the fence. He almost touched the fence, but then remembered that it could be electrified.
Maya had not stayed behind. Instead, she was right on Karl’s shoulder. She whispered, “Can we get under there?”
“I think so,” he said. He checked his watch and saw that they still had a few minutes before the EMP. He still had no idea how Roddy and the Agency planned to deploy the EMP. The easiest way was with a cruise missile launched from a Navy ship offshore. But that would also likely alert the Venezuelans and their Russian overlords. No, Karl had a hunch Roddy had another way. Perhaps a drone.
Now, he sat on the soaked soil and waited, Maya at his side. The first indication they had that the EMP had gone off was a number of smaller explosions inside the compound. These were probably power transformers.
Karl quickly got up and waded into the stream of water. When he got next to the fence, he used a long piece of grass to touch the metal. Nothing. No electricity.
He immediately went into the water and found his way under the fence, barely making it to the other side. Once he got over there, Maya followed him. Karl reached out for her hand, helping her to her feet.
“We need to get moving,” Karl said.
“Right. The first thing I would do is send a patrol around each side of the perimeter fence.”
That’s what Karl was thinking. Together, they hurried across the perimeter road and to the other side, where the jungle had given way to more hospitable terrain. Here, either by nature or design, the forest undergrowth had been diminished by cutting or burning. Yet, the darkness of nightfall and the persistent rainfall shrouded the entire compound in a profound blackness.
There was no way of telling just how long the electrical grid would be out. Hopefully, the EMP had also done a number on their backup generators. He also hoped that any security forces would be forced to check the perimeter fence on foot. That would give them some time.
The two of them made their way slowly through the jungle toward the buildings ahead. Karl’s main focus had to be the largest building covered with grass. From his earlier observations, the building resembled their own design of nuclear facilities — hardened structures that could sustain direct conventional bombing and even potential non-conventional destruction from anything other than a direct hit.
As Karl stepped forward, he could see a number of soldiers moving about the compound quickly, obviously trying to understand the cause of the power outage. Karl’s only hope was that the blast doors on the large nuclear storage facility would not be frozen in place. These facilities were like aircraft hangars, with large doors that slid open like a sphincter, allowing passage of the nuclear missile loaded on its transporter erector launcher. Once outside that facility, the missile could be raised and launched anywhere with enough clearance from overhead tree canopy. It was because of this mobility that the Russians and Americans had come to terms with the INF Treaty in the 80s. Either country could hide the missiles almost anywhere.
Karl vectored around a number of minor buildings, still maintaining cover in the jungle, as he moved them closer to the main nuclear storage facility.
It became immediately obvious to Karl that this compound was still under serious construction. Large bulldozers and other major pieces of construction equipment sat idle. A double row of inner fencing was only partially constructed. This area would keep non-essential personnel with no need to be near nuclear weapons away from the nukes, yet able to provide other services to those essential nuclear personnel. Both the Russians and Americans used a similar strategy at their facilities.
Karl stopped and shot a number of photos of this progress on the fence, which had not been readily obvious from the satellite photos or his earlier images he had shot from the hilltop. This was important information. It probably meant that the nuclear facility was not yet active. Which meant that the first missile to arrive was on its way from Murmansk. But he couldn’t be entirely certain without confirmation. He needed to see inside that nuclear storage facility.
The two of them stepped closer to the main building, making sure to step quietly. This wasn’t a huge problem with the soggy surface. But the rain had turned the entire compound surface into a hog wallow. Once in a while one of them would step into a muck hole and nearly lose a shoe with the upward suction.
Now they moved ever closer to their target. Karl kept firing off shots with the camera, keeping his gun in its holster under his shirt at the small of his back.
In moments, Karl and Maya caught a break.
Stopping Maya forcefully with one hand, Karl pulled her to the ground behind tall grass.
“The blast door is open,” Karl whispered. Then he zoomed in and tried to shoot the inside of the building. But it was too dark to get a good shot.
“Can you see anything through the binoculars?” he mouthed quietly to Maya.
She looked through the clear Zeiss lenses and simply handed the binoculars to Karl.
Karl peered through the binoculars and could now see what they had come to discover. The storage facility was, in fact, empty. He handed the binoculars back to her. Then he whispered, “Stay here. I need to get closer and take some clear shots of this.”
“Why? We have confirmation,” she pled.
True. But Karl knew he needed photographic evidence to support his claim.
More adamantly than before, Karl pointed at Maya and whispered firmly, “Stay here.”

32

Maya was concerned as she watched Karl make his way stealthily across the compound, seeming to know instinctively when one of the soldiers would cross his path.
She took out her phone and put the battery back in, powering it up. Once the cell phone was back online, she saw immediately that she had a problem. No bars. She shouldn’t have been surprised, considering the compound was out in the middle of the jungle. Now she wished she had Karl’s SAT phone.
Regardless, she typed in a message to her contact. As soon as they got within range of a cell tower, the text would be sent automatically.
Satisfied, she returned the phone to her pocket. Then she pulled out her Glock and considered what to do for her next move. She was aware that her relationship with Karl had changed somewhat over the past few days, especially since coming to Venezuela. Could he know more about her background than he was letting on? How could he? She had been careful.
* * *
Karl hesitated behind a large front-loader, his feet sunken into the pernicious mud of the compound. He waited as a soldier passed in front of him, moving with great purpose. While he hesitated, he checked his watch and realized that if the Agency was going to set off the next EMP, it would happen any second.
A few smaller buildings had minimal lights coming from a couple of windows. This could have been from battery-operated lights or from a smaller generator. He listened carefully now and thought he could hear over the pouring rain the sound of a generator.
But that sound quickly went off in a few seconds, bringing only darkness again. The second EMP had wiped out any last electrical connections in the compound. Anyone stupid enough to turn on any electronics to try to discover what they were experiencing, would now be regretting their decision.
The sound of men yelling echoed through the rainfall. Those in charge were obviously not happy. But more than the tone of the yelling, Karl picked up orders given. The leaders had come to the conclusion that they were under attack.
Move Karl, he told himself. He had no choice but to expose himself in the compound now, or he would not be able to get a decent shot of the inside of the dark hardened nuclear shelter that would someday, potentially, hold a Russian missile — or four.
He tried to walk with haste through the darkness, much like he had observed the other soldiers do. But the walking was difficult because of the muddy surface. He guessed that concrete could not come soon enough for the soldiers of this facility.
As he got toward the front of the blast doors, Karl knew that he couldn’t put the camera to his eye to get the shots. Instead, he powered back the zoom and clicked off a series of shots from the hip as he walked. Checking the back screen, he saw that he had a couple of images that might be okay. But he quickly adjusted a dial, changing from manual mode to an auto adjust. Then he clicked off five quick shots.
Crap! He had not turned off the flash. The camera lit up the night in the compound like lightning had just crackled through the sky.
He immediately turned and started walking back toward the heavy equipment.
Karl still wasn’t sure if he had gotten the shots he needed. But that didn’t matter now. The flashes from the camera had exposed him.
Someone yelled from across the muddy compound, directing soldiers to stop Karl.
But these approaching soldiers were having as much trouble as Karl walking through the muck. They slipped and slid and some fell trying to run too fast.
The soldiers were closing in on Karl. He quickly flipped the camera to his back and pulled out his Glock from the small of his back as he picked up his pace.
The first person to fire was a man with a handgun some twenty yards away from Karl. The bullets missed Karl as he ducked behind a bulldozer, the familiar sound of bullets striking hard metal audible through the pouring rain.
Moving around to the other side of the large bulldozer, Karl hesitated before running across the open area and into the jungle where Maya waited for him.
More men started to gather from other buildings.
Move, Karl.
Finally, a slow and steady salvo of shots came from Maya’s position, dropping at least one soldier in the compound.
Karl ran now, closing the distance to the jungle as quick as he could.
Shots rang out from the soldiers.
Returning fire, Karl shot four times slowly as he rushed toward Maya.
More shots came his way just as he hit the jungle and took up a position behind a large tree.
“Maya,” Karl yelled.
“Over here.” She waved from behind her own tree.
She covered him with slow fire as Karl ran toward her.
Now the soldiers opened up with automatic gunfire, with bullets ripping through the trees and small bushes all around Karl. Miraculously, he had not been hit, as he threw himself to the ground at Maya’s feet.
“We must get out of here,” Maya pled. “I don’t have many more rounds.”
He knew that they had both left a couple of extra full magazines back in their bags. So, he only had one more full magazine and a few more rounds in his first one.
“Don’t fire anymore,” he said. “It only gives them something to shoot at. Let’s go.” He got up from the soggy soil of the jungle and took her hand, leading her back through the thinned-out area toward the perimeter fence and eventually the thicker tangle of jungle.
Karl could hear men yelling, the one in charge directing his men to get some balls and find the intruders.
As they got to the perimeter fence, Karl hesitated before going into the water again to get under the fence. Turning back toward the compound, he could see flashlights swiveling back and forth as the soldiers tried to locate them.
He sent Maya under the fence first. The rain had made the water rise higher, so they were forced to go completely under water now. Maya’s jacket caught on the fence while she was under water, and she struggled to free herself. Karl was able to rip her jacket to free her. She came out on the other side choking and spitting out water. Then she pushed the water from her face as she shoved her hair out of her eyes.
“Come on, Karl,” she forced out and then coughed up more water.
He shoved his body into the water and pushed himself deep into the flow, making sure he didn’t get caught on the fence like Maya. But he came up on the other side and into the fast-flowing water runoff.
The lights were getting closer, Karl noticed.
Now Karl knew they had just one chance to escape, and that was to put some distance between them and the Venezuelan soldiers. There was no way the men could track them through the jungle with either dogs or sophisticated infrared technology. And Karl had not heard a single dog during their compound visit.
Rain pelted Karl’s face as he rushed through the jungle, stumbling over covered deadfalls and occasionally getting smacked in the face with tree limbs and vines.
Maya stayed right on his tail, her breathing heavy and gasps as she sunk into the mud or fell to the ground.
He helped her to her feet and found a small high spot for them to sit briefly to catch their breath.
“Are you all right?” Karl asked, somewhat winded.
“I think so,” she said. “This is brutal terrain.”
He had to agree with her. “I know. But we have to keep moving.”
“Even if we get to the road, how do we get out of this remote area?”
Karl had already thought of that. “Turn on your phone.”
She pulled out her phone but it failed to turn on. “The second EMP must have fried it.”
He wasn’t sure if that was possible, but that was why he had turned off his SAT phone. Just in case. He found his phone, put in the battery, and turned it on. As he waited for it to fire up, he checked the camera. There was a problem. The zoom lens had taken a bullet strike, shattering the glass and the last couple of inches of the lens. Which meant that the bullet had missed Karl’s back by just a few inches. Regardless of the damage to the camera, it still turned on. He was able to view the images he had shot. Now he removed the memory card and transferred the images to his SAT phone. Then he picked two of his best shots and sent them to Roddy at the Agency.
Finally, he felt a great relief come over his body. He had come to Venezuela and accomplished his goal. They had proved that the Venezuelan government had built a remote nuclear missile facility in their southern jungle.
Karl didn’t have to wait long for Roddy to respond. He got a ‘Holy Shit’ and four thumbs up.
‘Get us a ride out of this hellhole,’ Karl texted.
An agonizing few minutes ticked off, while Karl and Maya exchanged glances. She touched his hand affectionately, and he wasn’t quite sure how to take that.
Suddenly, Karl’s phone buzzed twice, indicating texts coming through. The first text was GPS coordinates. The second said to get to that location by 2200. That gave them about an hour. Pulling up the GPS coordinates to his map function and hitting the track button, he saw that they had about two miles to travel. But looking at the map, Karl saw that they could hit the road and follow that for the last mile, assuming the Venezuelan Army were not actively patrolling the road. Even if they were, Karl guessed they would see the vehicles coming and could jump into the jungle to hide.
But first they needed to track the GPS to their hidden bags by the road where Ruiz had dropped them off. Karl had set a waypoint at that location. It was almost a mile to their bags.
“Let’s go, Maya.”
“I’m tired.”
“So am I,” he said, getting to his feet. “But we have no choice. The Agency has an extraction for us. So, lift that fine ass off the jungle floor and move out.”
He reached his hand down to her and she reluctantly raised her right hand to him. Karl helped her to her feet and then kissed her passionately on the lips.
Maya was surprised but receptive, meeting his kiss with equal vigor.
Did he fully trust her? No. Especially once he saw that she had tried to turn on her phone at the compound. What was her intention in doing so? He would have to find that out eventually.
For now, though, they had no choice but to depend on each other. And she had covered him with gunfire during his retreat from the compound.
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Washington, D.C., The White House Situation Room
The President of the United State had convened the first full National Security Council crisis team of his young presidency. All of the major players were in attendance, from the vice president down the chain to the National Security Advisor, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff of the military, the Director of National Intelligence, and the Director of the CIA. Also selected for this particular meeting, were the Secretary of State, the Secretary of Defense, the Director of the NSA, and the Director of Naval Intelligence.
Much had happened since the CIA had gotten foolproof confirmation of a nuclear storage facility in a remote jungle compound south of Ciudad Bolivar in Venezuela. The Russian analyst, Roddy Erikson, had run the images up his chain to the CIA Director of Operations, Sherman Swanson. Sherm had immediately understood the significance of the images, calling his boss, CIA Director John Bradford, who had speed-dialed the Director of National Intelligence and briefed him. It took less than an hour to get all of the principal intelligence players together at the White House.
In truth, most were already together at a formal White House dinner, where they were entertaining the President of Mexico and the Prime Minister of Canada.
John Bradford felt underdressed at this meeting, since he was the only member not wearing a tuxedo. He wore casual khakis and a polo shirt, since he and his wife had been at a local pizza pub. His wife now sat somewhere in the White House sipping a fine Oregon pinot noir.
On the large LED screen at the end of the room, suddenly Roddy appeared from a communications room at the CIA. He quickly briefed those here in attendance, from the Murmansk incident to the drama taking place on the high seas, and finally describing what had been discovered in the jungles of Venezuela. His image was replaced by photos of the missile compound, which clearly, to anyone with knowledge of military construction, showed blast doors and enough storage for a number of nuclear missiles loaded on transporter erector launchers.
When Roddy was done with his briefing, Bradford gave his man a big smile and thanked him for his fine work. Then the screen went blank.
Many around the table were already partially briefed on the situation, but none had gotten the full story until just now. Including the President.
“Are there any question?” Bradford asked.
It was obvious that the president was contemplating what to do. There was no normal sure path in this situation. If the U.S. formally complained to Russia, they would know of certain methods America would rather they didn’t know. But there was no way the president could let this intrusion with nuclear weapons in America’s own backyard.
Clearing his throat, the president glanced about the room and asked for military options.
The Secretary of Defense seemed to be waiting for this question. He immediately said, “We need to send in our SEAL team for confirmation.”
“They’re already aboard the destroyer,” the president said.
“Yes, sir.”
Silence in the room, as eyes shifted about. Bradford had a feeling they were about to head down a very dangerous path.
“If we do this,” the president said, “the Russians could consider this an act of war.”
Now it was Bradford’s turn to interject. “Sir. This is a civilian ship. If we were boarding a Russian military craft, then yes. But perhaps we have a suspicion that this ship is transporting illegal weapons to a terrorist group.”
The president shifted his gaze about the room and then settled on Bradford. “Is this true?”
“We have no idea, sir,” Bradford admitted. “But it could be true. Venezuela is not exactly a beacon of democracy. If they put that nuke in the remote jungle of southern Venezuela, how are we to be sure a group like FARC won’t steal it and use it on us or someone else?”
“I thought FARC was history,” the president said. “And aren’t they in Columbia?”
“Yes, sir,” Bradford said. “Officially FARC has disarmed, but they have also operated across the border in Venezuela and some feel there are splinter factions who plan to continue with their Marxist ways.”
The president scratched his head with frustration. “Okay. That’s a good enough story. I’m convinced. We’ll eventually need State to sell this to the Russians. Once they complain, of course.”
Everyone in the room was in agreement that the Russians would squeal like a boar hog with its nuts in a vice.
“Send in the SEALS,” the president demanded vehemently. “Take a ten-minute break and meet back here.” Then he got up and left the Situation Room.
Bradford stood with the rest of those in the room. The Secretary of Defense was already sending the orders through his chain of command.
As the rest of the principals mingled about, Bradford pulled aside the Defense Secretary and said, “We might need your help.”
“With what?” the Defense Secretary asked.
“Transportation.”
Since Bradford was a former four-star Air Force general, the Secretary of Defense had a good report with the CIA Director.
“Anything you need, John,” the Secretary said.
Bradford patted the man on the shoulder and went to find his wife. He would need to get her a ride back to their residence, since he would be needed to observe the SEAL team video feed during their operation.
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Aboard the USS John M. McGrath (DDG-129)
Commander Randy Wockovich listened to the secure SAT phone classified call directly from the Pentagon. It was a call he had been waiting for, but one in which he wasn’t sure he wanted to receive. At the end, he confirmed the order and was simultaneously handed a Top Secret paper copy that said the same thing from a young ensign.
Wockovich quickly reviewed the order and handed the paper to his XO, Lt. Commander Rita Carlson, who nodded understanding.
The XO showed the order to the SEAL team leader, a Chief Petty Officer with an Aviation Ordnance rating.
“Are your men ready?” Wockovich asked the SEAL team leader.
“Yes, sir.”
The captain glanced to a young petty officer monitoring the weather. “How are the seas?”
“Three to six feet. Winds out of the east at ten knots with gusts to twenty-five.”
That’s what the captain feared. “You’ll have to go in on a Zodiac. Is that a problem?”
“Only if you’re not a SEAL,” the SEAL team leader said with a smirk.
The captain nodded approvingly. “Ready to launch off the port in fifteen.”
“We’ll be there in ten.”
With that, the SEAL team leader went to gather his team.
Wockovich was nervous. Understandably so. He had no idea how the Russians in that Kilo-class sub would react. But he did have a plan to deceive them for a while, and that would have to be good enough.
Ten minutes later, just as the SEAL team leader had promised, they were ready to board the Zodiac boat that was ready to be lowered into the sea.
The XO nuzzled close to the captain and whispered, “Are you as excited as I am right now?”
“Easy, commander,” Wockovich whispered back.
“I didn’t mean sexually, sir,” she said in explanation.
“I know. Just trying to break the tension.” He smiled slightly and said to the CIC crew, “Bring up video of the port camera.”
The main screen now showed an infrared image of the SEALs loading into the Zodiac. They were barely aboard when the deck crew lowered the small boat to the water and immediately released the cable. On the screen, the captain could see the Zodiac for a few seconds only as it quickly vectored away from the destroyer.
“Bring up the SEAL Team cameras,” the captain ordered.
The large screen split to five separate boxes showing the camera feed from each SEAL Team member. Water flew over the bow of the Zodiac as the small craft jumped the waves toward the southwest.
The captain said, “Drop the dummy.”
On a smaller screen, which showed the stern of the destroyer, a two-man crew lifted a life-sized dummy, wearing full flight deck gear, over the fantail of the ship.
“Comm. Send out the call,” the captain ordered.
Over the ship’s speaker system, a voice said, “Man overboard, man overboard. Port side. Launch the life raft and prepare for a hard turn to port.”
In the captain’s headset, his Officer Of the Deck said, “Prepared for turn, sir.”
“Wait for my order. We need them to think the Zodiac was the rescue launch. Are you sure the communication went out on an open channel?”
“Yes, sir,” the OOD said. “Anyone within fifty miles would have heard us.”
The captain checked his watch. “Hard turn to port.”
“Prepare for hard turn to port,” came the order over the intercom.
The destroyer immediately cut hard to the left, and the captain was forced to hold on tight to the arms of his chair. He felt his XO holding on to the back of his chair as the deck angled hard. Anything that wasn’t secured properly, which wasn’t much since they knew this was coming, would have gone flying to the deck.
Aboard the Kilo-class Sub Kolpino
Captain 1st Rank Vasili Petrov sat on the edge of his rack reading an espionage thriller by an obscure American author translated to Croatian.
Suddenly, there was a sharp knock on his cabin door.
Checking his watch, Petrov knew it had to be important at this late hour. He ordered the man to come in. It was his XO, Captain 2nd Rank Ivan Gushin.
“What is it, Ivan?” Petrov asked.
“Sir, the American destroyer has just turned hard to port and will cut across our path in moments.”
Petrov stood up. “Why?”
“We picked up communications just prior to their turn. They have a man overboard.”
The captain was already dressed, but he now slung on his coat and headed to the door. His XO was right on his heels as they rushed through the passageway to the bridge. The captain informed his crew that he had the bridge and he put on a headset.
“Current status,” Petrov asked.
“They were heading right for us, but have now turned ninety degrees.”
They were searching for a sailor overboard, so that made sense, Petrov thought.
“Orders, sir?” the XO asked.
“What is the status of our friends from Murmansk?” Petrov asked.
“Same course, sir.”
“Contact the merchant ship for status,” Petrov ordered.
“Aye, sir.”
The only member of the merchant ship who knew they were even trailing their ship was Dmitri Vladimirovich Samsonov, a GRU officer. The captain listened in on the conversation between his communications officer and Samsonov. The GRU officer reported that all was well. Why? No problem. Have a good evening.
The captain motioned with his hand across his throat, meaning to cut off communication.
Immediately, the captain said, “Set an intercept course with the American destroyer. Run silent.”
A notice went across the intercom saying they were running silent.
USS John M. McGrath (DDG-129)
Combat Information Center
The petty officer at the sonar station turned to the captain and said, “Sir, they’re turning and tracking us.”
Commander Wockovich smiled at his XO next to him. “They’ve taken the bait. Let the games begin.”
“They’ve gone silent, sir,” sonar said.
That’s exactly what Wockovich expected them to do. “Status of the SEAL team?”
“Less than a mile behind the Russian merchant ship,” said the intel officer at his station.
“Outstanding,” the captain said. Now for the final blow. “Electronic countermeasures. Let’s send that merchant ship back to the Eighteenth Century. Are you sure we won’t be impacted by the EMP?”
“Yes, sir,” his intel officer confirmed. “It’s a highly-directed pulse.”
Commander Wockovich got on the comm and informed the SEAL team to shut down all communications equipment for the next few minutes.
“Roger that,” came the response from the SEAL team leader.
On the screen a number of heads moved about as the team members turned off their comm units.
Wockovich switched to communicate with the aircraft that had been circling high above them. This was the same aircraft that had turned the Venezuelan compound into darkness. “You have a go on the target,” the captain said to the Air Force aircraft.
“Twenty seconds to EMP,” the aircraft commander responded.
As the time ticked off, Wockovich tightened his grip on the arms of his chair. The digital clock clicked through the numbers.
Finally, the aircraft commander came back on and said, “EMP deployed. They should be dead in the water.”
Switching back to the SEAL team, the captain said, “Confirm EMP.”
“As advertised,” the SEAL team leader said. “Dark as the inside of your belly. Proceeding to target.”
The XO tapped the captain on the shoulder. “It worked.”
“It’s not over yet,” Wockovich said. “Now it’s up to the SEALS.”
Moments later, the video feeds for all five on the SEAL team came back on the screen, showing they were closing in on the Russian ship Magadan.
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Venezuela
Karl and Maya got to their packs and Maya was able to retrieve her extra full magazines, which she put in her pockets.
Checking his watch, Karl saw that they had to hurry or they wouldn’t make their extraction point.
“Let’s go,” he said.
They found their way onto the secluded road where Ruiz had dropped them off, and saw that the Venezuelans had taken the oil company vehicle. Where had they brought Ruiz? Karl had no idea. But he had not observed the SUV at the compound, so they must have brought him somewhere else. Besides, Karl had been reassured that Ruiz would be handled diplomatically by the U.S. Embassy in Caracas. The Venezuelan military could only disappear Ruiz if nobody knew he had been taken, which was not the case.
The two of them hiked through the darkness down the secluded road. Karl immediately flashed back to his days in the U.S. Army, only with a lot heavier pack and weapons. After about ten minutes, he sensed something wasn’t right. Turning around, he saw that he had left Maya far behind. He forgot the length of his own stride. So, he waited for her to catch up.
“Sorry, I can’t keep up with your pace, Karl,” Maya said, out of breath.
“Do you want help with your bag?”
“No. That’s not the problem,” she assured him. “I’m just a little worn out from the jungle.”
That was understandable. A mile through that tangle felt like three or four. And they had traversed at least four miles total. Perhaps that was why he had stretched out his pace on the easy road.
“I’m sorry, Maya. We just have a certain window to hit up ahead.” He checked his phone and saw that their target coordinates had gotten closer, but would still be a challenge to hit if they didn’t keep moving.
“The driver will wait,” Maya assured Karl.
“They might not be able to linger,” he said. “Crap.”
Maya turned behind her and now saw what Karl saw. Two sets of lights moving down the road from about a mile back in the direction of the compound.
Karl took her hand and led her into the jungle on the side of the road, where they hunkered down among the trees and high bushes.
“I thought their vehicles would be taken out by the EMP,” she said quietly.
“Only if they were running during the EMP,” he explained. “That’s why they came through a second time, hoping to catch more vehicles. But obviously not all were disabled.”
As the vehicles got closer, Karl pulled out his gun and made sure it had a full magazine. Maya did the same.
Seconds later, the military vehicles slowly passed in front of them. One was a small truck with two men in the front and four more in the bed. The other one was a Toyota SUV with at least four men inside, their gun barrels pointing out open windows. When they passed, Karl could hear voices over their radio, but he couldn’t tell what was being said.
Once they passed, Karl got up and reached his hand down to Maya, who reluctantly grasped his hand and tried to pull herself to her feet. But Karl had to help her all the way. She was exhausted, he could tell. Yet, they had no choice but to move forward.
“We have less than a mile to our pick-up,” Karl said. “We have to push on.”
“I’m sorry, Karl. I’m dead tired.” She slowly shook her head. “Aren’t those soldiers heading right to our rendezvous point?”
“They’ll be long gone by the time our people get there,” he assured her.
Together, the two of them wandered back out to the road. To help them with their progress, Karl insisted on taking her bag, which he slung to his back next to his own. Even with the two bags, he had no problem keeping his pace down the road. Unburdened, Maya seemed to get a little pep in her step.
In no time, they reached their exfil location. Karl suddenly got a text from Roddy at the Agency. He knew they had reached the GPS location with just five minutes to spare.
Sitting off to the side of the road, Maya said, “What if the soldiers stop and detain our ride?”
Karl smiled. “Not gonna happen.”
Moments later, Maya knew why. Even through the wind and rain, they could both hear the distinct sound of helicopter rotors coming from the north.
In a couple of minutes, the chopper appeared above the jungle on the opposite side of the road. The pilot lowered the landing gear, and then slowly set the black helo down in the middle of the road.
Karl pulled Maya toward the helo. A familiar Agency officer, the Caracas station chief who had picked Karl up in the van, slid the side door open and reached his hand out for Maya. As she got into the chopper, Karl noticed headlights coming back down the road. It was the two vehicles with soldiers.
Climbing in and taking a seat next to Maya, Karl said, “Soldiers are heading toward us.”
The Caracas station chief said something into his headset and the helo quickly climbed up, turned and banked toward the north, and picked up speed in a hurry. Then the officer sat next to Karl and said loudly, “I don’t know who you know in the Agency, but you’ve got some pull, kid.”
Karl was confused. “I would hope you help all of your officers out of a jam like this.”
“True. But usually we have prior knowledge of their ops, so we can plan for these contingencies. What did you find out here?”
Karl almost slipped up and told the station chief what they had just found, but then he wondered why the Agency had not shared this info with him in the first place. And why had Karl been forced to find this missile site when the Agency had plenty of officers in place to do so?
“What did we find?” Karl repeated. “One of the most inhospitable jungles on the planet.” He showed his hands to the station chief. They were all cut to crap by the sharp pernicious vines that seemed to strangle anything in its way as they wrapped themselves like a spider web in the jungle.
The Caracas station chief wasn’t buying Karl’s deflection.
“Where are we heading?” Karl asked. “Caracas?”
“No. The city is in chaos tonight. Rioting. And the military and police have put out a notice on the two of you.”
That made no sense to Karl. How were the two of them even on their radar? That seemed unlikely, Karl thought.
“We’re flying you back to Punto Fijo. You’ll take the same fishing boat back to Aruba at dark thirty.”
Karl leaned back in his seat and glanced at Maya to his left. She was sound asleep. So, he grasped her hand and closed his eyes, listening to the sound of the whirring rotors above him. A wave of satisfaction coursed through his body, even though a nagging feeling of angst sat somewhere at the edge of his mind waiting to reach out and slap the shit out of him. Then, deep down, he wondered why the Agency couldn’t just fly the two of them out of Venezuela. He guessed that this station chief was still trying to make a point that this country was his jurisdiction. That was Karl’s obvious reasoning. But truthfully, he guessed the Venezuelan’s could have locked down the airspace.
Now, Karl leaned back and closed his eyes.
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Washington, D.C., White House Situation Room
All of the principals on the National Security Council literally sat on the edge of their seats as they watched the large LED screen showing five video feeds from the perspective of the SEAL team, like a first-person shooter video game. Only this was real.
The SEALs expertly boarded the Russian merchant ship near the stern, climbing up the side like five spiders. Then they moved forward on the deck, entering the superstructure through an outer hatch. Their video feeds showed up through the darkness as a hazy green. Although the ship was dead in the water, every now and then emergency battle lanterns lit their way, temporarily making it difficult for the team members to see properly. Swiftly the men moved up ladders until they reached the bridge level. So far, they had not encountered any resistance. It was as if the ship was abandoned.
Bradford watched as those with military experience in the room seemed to beam with pride at the expertise of the SEAL team. The non-military types seemed to be holding their breath.
The SEAL team leader used hand signals to direct his men. Through his headset, he relayed their progress back to his superiors.
Suddenly, a man appeared around a corner carrying a gun. When he made the mistake to raise it a few inches, the lead SEAL dropped the man with two shots to the chest.
The two women in the Situation Room gasped, as did a couple of the non-military men.
“Breech the bridge,” came an unknown voice over the comm.
One of the SEAL members opened the hatch while another threw in a flash bang. Seconds after the disorienting flash bang, the team rushed into the bridge.
Another man holding a radio in his left hand, pulled a gun with his right hand, and was dispatched instantly. The man crashed to the metal deck, the radio and gun bouncing away.
A man in uniform raised his hand and said loudly in English, “I am Viktor Drugov. Captain of this ship. What gives you the right to board my vessel?”
The SEAL team leader grasped the captain by his jacket and shoved him into his raised seat. “Sit down, captain.”
“You have no authority,” the captain said.
With a calm voice, the SEAL team leader explained how they suspected this ship had a nuclear weapon destined for a terrorist organization in South America.
“This is ridiculous,” the captain said. “We are carrying only oil industry equipment.”
The SEAL team leader got a message over his headset, but had to ask for the man to repeat. Finally, he nodded understanding and sent three of his men to the main storage hold that took up most of the ship from behind amidships to the bow.
Now, Bradford watched as three of the SEALS made their way down ladders and through passageways. The other two kept the captain and another young sailor company on the bridge.
* * *
Dmitri Vladimirovich Samsonov first understood that something was wrong when he could no longer reach the submarine Kolpino with his SAT phone while in his stateroom. Which meant the sub was running below the surface now, unavailable for ordinary communications. That wasn’t the main problem, though. While he was trying to make a call back to Moscow, the power on the ship suddenly went out. Then he looked at his SAT phone and realized it too was not working. Based on his military experience, only one conclusion could be drawn. Someone had blasted them with an EMP burst.
Grabbing his 9mm Makarov from under his pillow, Dmitri headed out of his stateroom. The battery-operated lanterns placed strategically along the passageway lit his path toward the communications room. He needed to see if the entire ship was in the dark, or just this area. But if his hunch was correct, the ship was in deep trouble. Dmitri could no longer hear the normal noises associated with standard shipboard operation — the constant roar of the diesel engines, the flow of air through the vents, and other indistinguishable noises.
When he got to the communications room, a younger man was trying desperately to get his equipment to work.
“What has happened?” Dmitri asked the young sailor.
Frightened, the young man turned sharply in his chair and shook his head. “I don’t know, sir. The radio was on a moment ago, but then everything went to hell. Just turned off and stopped working. Even the lights don’t work.”
Dmitri found a hand-held radio sitting in a charger and twisted the dial to turn it on. Then he switched to an emergency frequency and suddenly heard all kinds of chatter from various locations on the ship.
Pushing the talk button, Dmitri said, “This is First Officer Dmitri Vladimirovich Samsonov. Status. One at a time.”
The first man said he was in the engine room when the ship’s engines suddenly stopped running. He had tried everything to restore power, to no avail. The second man was in ship’s hold, one of the military security personnel.
“Do not give your status over this open line,” Dmitri warned the soldier. “I will come to you.”
The third man was on the bridge with the captain. They were not sure what was happening, but the captain had ordered him to arm himself in case it was pirates trying to board the ship. Then there was a sharp blast that shocked Dmitri. That blast was followed by two shots, and the sound of the radio bouncing off the deck before going dead.
Dmitri turned to the young communications sailor. “Do you have a weapon?”
“No, sir.”
“Come with me.”
The young man hesitated.
“Now,” Dmitri said through a clenched jaw. “Follow me.”
Aboard the USS John M. McGrath (DDG-129)
Tension in the CIC was high as they watched the SEAL team move through the merchant ship, dispatching anyone who was foolish enough to pull a weapon on them.
Commander Wockovich tried to maintain some semblance of cool, but it was getting harder by the minute. Despite the submarine running silent, his sonar operator was still able to keep track of the location of the Kolpino. Currently the Russian Kilo-class sub had dropped to a depth of twenty meters and circled around behind them, while the McGrath was slowly circling a small area, as if they were still searching for a lost sailor. To keep up the ruse, Wockovich had ordered a small launch into the water to aid in the search.
The intelligence officer turned to the skipper and said, “Sir, the Kolpino is slowly rising.”
“They’ll be deploying their comm buoy,” the captain said. “We expected this.”
“They’ll be able to communicate with the merchant ship,” the XO, Lt. Commander Rita Carlson said.
This had to happen soon enough, the captain thought. The Russians always had the ability to communicate with their leadership through Extremely Low Frequency and Super Low Frequency, but the captain’s goal was to not let the Russians get a warning to the merchant ship. “Once they go online with their comm, let them know we have a sailor in the water. Then let’s try to jam their ELF and SLF.”
“Aye, aye, sir,” the intel officer said.
If nothing else, Wockovich reasoned, his crew was getting a great lesson in how to deal with this newest Russian sub. They would be able to bank the data from this encounter and forward this info to the rest of the sub fleet.
Wockovich glanced up at the screen to see the progress of the SEAL team. They had taken the bridge, detaining the captain of the ship. Now, three men were making their way to the hold. So far, they had been forced to kill two men, and had taken no casualties.
But now the men came upon a hatch that was locked. One man set charges while the other two watched their backs. Then the three of them backed off and a couple of seconds later a loud percussion could be heard, followed by a cloud of smoke as the three men rushed through the hatch.
Gunfire erupted in a chaotic few seconds. One of the SEALs hit the deck, but he quickly said he was all right. His vest had taken the hit.
Another team member made sure the two men who they had encountered were both dead, kicking away the weapons of the soldiers. Then the petty officer in charge of this three-man team scanned his head around the inside of the hold.
“Are you catching what I’m seeing?” the SEAL asked nobody in particular.
Wockovich sure as hell was. “Is that an SS-20 Saber?” the captain asked fleet command.
“We need closer pictures,” came a disembodied voice. It could have been from the SEAL chain of command or from the White House Situation Room. Either way, the petty officer got closer, pulled out his digital camera, and started shooting photos of the missile and the transporter erector launcher.
A second SEAL also started shooting images while the third man on the team watched their backs.
“Make sure to shoot serial numbers,” the voice demanded.
In the CIC, the intel officer turned to the captain and said, “Sir, that’s not a standard SS-20. It appears to be a modified, newer version.”
“Are you sure it’s nuclear,” the voice asked.
The SEAL team member said, “Not sure, sir. That’s above my paygrade. What do you want us to do with it?”
Wockovich shook his head. He had to give it to the SEALs. They were no-nonsense cut to the bone types.
Someone asked, “If they blow it, will it go nuclear?”
“No, but it will be like a dirty bomb, leaking radiation everywhere,” said another man.
Finally, the SEAL commander said, “Transmit those images by SAT and hold tight.”
There was mumbling by the SEALs. All three had covered their mics and were obviously discussing their situation.
“Do you have a comm problem?” asked a voice.
“No, sir,” the lead SEAL said. “Must have been a glitch. Sending images now.”
Suddenly, all hell broke loose. The SEAL watching their back was the first to open fire, taking out at least one man. The other two SEALs took up defensive positions and waited for targets to appear.
The lead SEAL got on his comm to the team leader still on the bridge, saying they were taking heavy fire in the hold.
Then silence. Almost silence.
First, a man screamed something in Russian. Then the man switched to English and told everyone to stop shooting.
“A stray bullet could set off the weapon,” the Russian said.
The SEALs glanced at each other, knowing that they were firing away from the missile. So, this man had to be talking to his own men.
“I am first officer Dmitri Vladimirovich Samsonov,” the man said. “There is no need for further gunfire.”
“Get your ass out here and kiss the deck,” the SEAL demanded.
The first officer appeared from behind some oil drilling equipment, his hands in the air. “You are American marines?”
“Sailors,” the SEAL corrected, his gun pointed right at the Russian officer. “I told you to get on the deck.”
The Russian officer was a rough-looking character. He didn’t seem like the other merchant officers the SEALs had encountered. Which was probably what the SEALs were thinking.
But, finally, the officer went to his knees and got to the deck, spreading his arms out wide.
One of the SEALs rushed to the man, checking him for any weapons. Satisfied, the SEAL pulled the man’s hands behind his back and clasped them together with a zip tie.
A different, excited voice suddenly came over the comm saying, “This man is a lieutenant colonel in the GRU.”
Then a man came out from behind the equipment with a gun. Two of the SEALs dropped the man with at least four rounds.
Getting back on the comm, the senior SEAL said, “Orders?”
This was a tough call, Wockovich thought. It wasn’t like the men could destroy the nuke. But could they afford to simply leave? The Russian ship was dead in the water.
The intel officer turned to the captain and said, “Sir, we have a problem. We weren’t able to jam the sub’s communications. They just got an order from their fleet to sink us.”
Commander Wockovich got on his secure comm to Fourth Fleet and relayed what his intel officer had just discovered. Then he waited for a response as Fleet pushed it up the chain of command. Luckily, all of the principals were together in the Situation Room of the White House.
Hopefully, he would have his orders soon. Because if this sub fired on them now at this range, there was no way they could miss.
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Punto Fijo, Venezuela
The helicopter came in hot at first and seemed to pull up just at the last minute as the pilot found a spot to land on the corporate site of the oil company property behind the relative security of the metal fence and gate.
Karl thanked the Caracas station chief with a quick handshake as he exited the helo. Maya simply stepped out of the craft gingerly and stepped away slowly, until Karl caught up with her and wrapped his arm around her.
Far enough away now, the two of them watched as the helicopter rose up and retracted its landing gear. Then it turned and slowly headed back toward the direction of Caracas.
Once the noisy craft was gone, Karl turned with Maya and noticed the vehicle they had ridden in to Caracas was back outside of the building where they first met Juan Ruiz.
Then the frumpy man walked out of the temporary building, pulled his pants up higher on his hips, and stepped down toward the parking lot.
“What took you?” Ruiz said. As he got closer, it was apparent that his face had taken a slight beating. But nothing too serious.
“How’d you get here?” Maya said, and then gave the oil company man a huge hug.
“Well,” Ruiz said. “The Venezuelan Army assholes roughed me up a bit until I dropped a few names. Turns out I’m pretty good friends with a couple of generals in their army. It really helps to grease the palms of government in places like this. The price of doing business.”
Karl said, “So, the State Department didn’t secure your release.”
Ruiz laughed so hard his belly shook up and down. “Are you kidding? Nothing happens this fast at the State Department. Once my friends in the army found out I had been detained, I was driven straight to my plane, which I flew directly here.”
Karl wasn’t sure how it had happened, but he was glad that the Venezuelans had let Ruiz go. “Glad you’re safe.”
“How did it go up in the jungle?” Ruiz asked.
It wasn’t like Karl could tell this man what they had found, so he simply said, “Remind me never to hike around in the Venezuelan jungle again.”
“I can see from your hands that you took almost as much of a beating as I did.” Ruiz hesitated, his eyes scanning the both of them. “I hate to ask this, but do you happen to have my camera and binoculars?”
Maya pulled the binoculars from her bag and handed them over.
Karl let out a slight groan. “Yeah, about the camera. Turns out the lens doesn’t hold up against bullets.”
Ruiz waved him off. “Don’t worry about it. The company will buy me a better one.”
“Sorry.”
“Not a problem. Where do you two go from here?”
“I see you got the truck back,” Karl said.
“Yeah, one of my guys drove it back from Caracas. You need a ride somewhere?”
Nodding, Karl said, “Just to the pier.”
“Outstanding.” Ruiz checked his watch. “There’s a bar I hang out at down there still open. You two look like you could use a beer or three.”
Ruiz drove them down to the small port area, where locals mingled with fishermen, who would undoubtedly need to be out on the sea in just a few hours.
The bar had a nautical theme of weathered wood, the walls adorned with old photographs of fishermen with their haul of fish, along with the occasional individual with a massive fish taller than them hanging at their side. Being right next to the water, the place smelled like three-day-old sea creatures, salt water, and stale beer.
Karl took a spot at a table in a corner, with Maya to his left and Ruiz at the bar getting them three beers.
“I’m tired, Karl,” Maya said. “Let’s just get one beer and find a room.”
Looking at his watch, Karl said, “We have only four hours before we pick up the boat down the pier. You can sleep on the boat. Then I’ll get you a nice room on Aruba. We can stay at the same place as last time for a couple of days.”
“Will the Agency allow that?” she asked.
“They will,” he assured her.
Ruiz came over with three local lagers and set them on the table. All three of them toasted and took long draws of beer.
“It looks like you know a lot of people in here,” Karl said.
Shrugging, Ruiz said, “I’m a regular.”
Karl’s phone suddenly buzzed. Glancing at it, he saw that it was Roddy at the Agency. He needed to call in. “I have to take this,” he said. Karl picked up his beer and found a spot in the far corner of the bar near the entrance to the bathrooms. It was much quieter there.
“What’s up?” Karl asked, once Roddy answered.
“Our people boarded the Russian merchant ship,” Roddy said.
Karl sucked on his beer as he waited for his Agency contact to continue.
“We believe the missile is a modified SS-20. An updated version with extended range.”
“I believe my father mentioned that,” Karl said, trying not to sound too smug.
“Well, your father is a smart man,” Roddy said.
Now, the obvious question had to be asked. “What’s my next assignment?”
“Take some time off in Aruba. I suggest you take a boat or flight to Bonaire. I hear that’s even nicer.”
“How many days will the Agency allow?”
“After what you just got done,” Roddy said, “I think we can give you at least a week off.”
“And what about Maya?”
“As you know, she’s a contract worker. If she wants to continue, we’ll have to find a job for her.”
“I’ll talk to her about that this week,” Karl said.
“We’ve never met, but I’ve seen photos and have to assume she looks pretty good in a bikini.”
He glanced over to Maya. “Yeah, she does. Anyway, I need to get going. We’re killing a couple of local lagers.”
“Carry on.”
They both hung up at the same time, and Karl wandered back to their table. Two more beers later and the bar was ready to close. The three of them stumbled back to the oil company SUV, where Karl found their duffle bags hiding in the back end.
Saying their goodbyes, shaking and hugging, Ruiz finally drove off, leaving the two of them standing near the waterfront. They had only a couple of hours now before they caught their boat.
“What do you want to do?” Karl asked Maya.
“Other than sleep?”
“There’s a bench down by the water. You can rest there.”
They walked down the pier, with Maya using Karl for stability.
Just then a dark figure hopped off the back of a boat and started walking toward them, his hands deep in his pockets. Karl stopped, took Maya into his arms, and gave her a passionate kiss.
“We have company,” Karl whispered.
“Following us,” she responded.
Karl kissed her again, twisting her body so he could also see behind them. She was right. He slipped his hand to the small of his back and grasped his gun. Maya also found her gun.
The men now were within easy shooting range.
“Take the one you see,” Karl whispered.
“You got it.”
Karl’s target made the first move, his right hand coming out of his pocket and revealing his handgun. But Karl beat the man to the draw.
Back to back, Karl and Maya fired almost simultaneously. Both of their targets dropped, their guns settling at their sides.
Now what?
Karl rushed toward the man he had just shot and rolled the guy over. He was the Venezuelan intel officer who vaped constantly. When he got to the other man, Maya had the man on his back. This was the one with the unibrow and thick mustache.
Glancing about, Karl realized that there was nobody else around. Without leaving finger prints, he collected the guns and threw them into the harbor. Then, with Maya’s help, the two of them dragged each man to the pier and shoved them into the water.
“We’ve got to get the hell out of here,” Karl said.
Still, their best bet was to get out of Venezuela on the fishing boat. Maybe it was already in port, he thought.
Maya was shaking now as they headed down toward the end of the pier.
Then Karl remembered that the Venezuelan had just jumped off the last boat at the end of the pier. As they got closer, Karl could see that this was the boat they had taken from Aruba days ago.
Drawing his gun again as he approached the back of the fishing boat, Karl stepped carefully forward. A partial moon reflected off the small harbor, giving Karl a little light to find his way.
As he got to the back of the boat, he could see a dark figure near the entrance to the cabin. Scanning the scene for any danger, Karl finally stepped aboard the vessel, his gun still vigilant.
Moving to the dark figure, Karl kicked the man’s feet. But during his Army days he had seen a lot of death, and this man would never pilot this fishing boat again. To confirm his suspicions, he checked for a pulse. Nothing. Rolling the man over, he positively identified the boat captain who had brought them from Aruba to Venezuela.
“Is he dead?” Maya asked, still standing on the pier.
Karl found his phone and turned on the screen to see the man’s face better. “Yeah. Someone choked him out.”
Stepping aboard the boat behind Karl, Maya said, “Yeah, you just killed the guy who did this.”
Maybe, he thought. But the man was too stiff to have just been killed.
“Now what?” she asked.
He thought about the two men who they had been forced to kill. There was no way Karl wanted to try to explain those to the Venezuelan authorities. Officially, neither of them were sanctioned to be in this country.
“Have you ever piloted a boat like this?” he asked her.
“No.”
“Me either. But there’s a first time for everything. Untie us. We need to get the hell out of here.”
“It’s still dark.”
“This boat has navigation,” he said.
“What about our friend?”
Karl glanced down at the dead man. “Burial at sea.”
Maya holstered her gun and then went back onto the pier, releasing the lines from the cleats and throwing them back to the fishing boat.
Meanwhile, Karl went inside to the controls. First, he checked to see if the pilot had filled the fuel tank. “Good to go on fuel,” he said to Maya.
“Let’s go, let’s go,” she said.
“What’s the hurry now?” he asked.
“We have company on the pier. The police.”
Karl glanced toward the area where they had just shot it up with the Venezuelan intel officers. Two officers with guns drawn were searching the area, their lights swishing back and forth. If they found the blood spots where the men had dropped, that could quickly lead to the discovery of the bodies.
Pressing the start button, the engine cranked over a couple of times without kicking in. Finally, the engine started and Karl kept it as close to idle as possible. He clicked on the GPS navigation and scrolled through saved locations, finding the port of Aruba. Now he punched in that destination and waited for the satellites to triangulate.
“They’re coming this way,” Maya said. “We need to go.”
Karl pushed on the throttle gently as he turned the wheel to keep from bouncing off the edge of the pier. Once they were free from the slip, he gave the engine a little more power and the boat slowly crept out toward the breakwater. As they got closer to the breakwater, he could see that this would not be a smooth crossing. High seas awaited them.
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Moscow, Russia
The Kremlin
Russian President Anton Zima sat in the small war cabinet room a few doors down from his office and waited for the video conference with his officers in the field. Only two others were in attendance. To his left was Pavel Bykov, the Minister of Defense, General of the Army, and head of the GRU. To his right was Boris Abramovich, First Deputy Director of the SVR — the foreign intelligence service.
Once Zima was sure the three of them were alone in the room and electronically secure, he clicked on to his first call. Appearing on the screen were SVR officers, Sergei Zubov and Polina Kotova.
“What is the situation in Venezuela?” Zima asked.
Sergei’s eyes shifted toward his female counterpart and then back toward the camera lens. “Sir, as our report indicated, we believe our site in this country has been compromised.”
Zima tried his best to remain stoic. “I am sorry to hear that. What about this man from Murmansk? What is his status?”
Hesitation. Finally, Sergei said, “We believe he escaped the country after killing a couple of Venezuelan intelligence officers.”
“Where is he now?” Zima asked with contempt. Mock indignation, actually. He pretended to be in deep thought, but was actually wondering what this female officer looked like without her clothes on. Finally, he said, “It should not be that difficult to find this man.”
“We are on his trail now, sir,” Sergei said. “What would you like us to do with him?”
“There must be consequences in this world,” Zima said.
“We have a relationship with the woman,” Sergei said, his words coming out like a plea for help.
“I did not say to kill them,” Zima assured his field officer. “I just want you to build a file on this man. And debrief the woman.”
Sergei nodded. “Yes, sir.”
The president cut off the call and turned to the SVR director. “Boris. Make sure to place a commendation in the files of these two officers.”
“But, sir,” Boris Abramovich said, “Did they not fail in their mission?”
Zima smiled. “Not at all. How do you think the man from Murmansk found our potential missile site in that thick Venezuelan jungle?”
The SVR director simply shrugged.
“One of our agents fed this man the coordinates,” Zima said, answering his own question.
Finally, the General of the Army chimed in, “Why would we want them to find this missile site?”
Zima smiled, “We never intended to place these missiles in Venezuela.”
Both the head of the GRU and the director of the SVR looked confused briefly, but then a light seemed to come on in their brains.
The SVR director was the first to speak. “This was all a ruse,” Boris said. “An elaborate ruse.”
“You are partially correct, Boris,” Zima said. “A more apt description would be a deception. Like in chess, where you sacrifice a seemingly valuable piece so you can confuse your opponent and set up for a greater kill.”
“Checkmate,” Boris provided.
“Eventually,” Zima said. “America still does not seem to understand the patience of the Russian people. Remember Leningrad. We lost more than a million soldiers, but we never gave up. The toll on the Germans was high. We were willing to sacrifice; they were not.”
The president checked his wristwatch and saw that it was nearly time for the most important conference call of the day, and perhaps of his entire presidency. But he couldn’t make this call with his chief intelligence officers in the room. Although he was sure the Americans knew of these two men, he needed to set a certain atmosphere in the room. A feeling of diplomacy. He dismissed the head of the GRU and the First Deputy Director of the SVR. Then, he allowed his political advisors and interpreters into the room and had his people connect with the Americans.
Washington, D.C.
White House Cabinet Room
Instead of the normal Executive Branch cabinet officers gathered around the large conference table, the president had only invited a select group of officials into this vital meeting. The curtains were drawn and the lighting was somewhat subdued. A portable communications screen had been set up midway down the large oval table, revealing to the caller only those in the president’s inner circle, including the vice president and the secretary of state. Behind the screen would be critical leaders in the intelligence and military communities.
John Bradford, Director of Central Intelligence, sat nervously alongside the large screen with a direct view of the president. He wasn’t sure what to expect from this meeting with the Russians. At his side was his Director of Operations, Sherm Swanson.
Prior to convening this gathering, Bradford and Swanson had discussed their position. Show strength, but push for peace.
Which Bradford knew would not be easy. As they sat here, the Navy was in a major standoff with a Russian submarine, while a SEAL team held the Russian ship Magadan, along with an intermediate-range nuclear missile destined for Venezuela. America had caught the Russians trying to place a treaty-restricted missile in its own hemisphere, able to strike any U.S. city with impunity.
The conference call began with the normal introductions on both sides. Although Bradford could hear the Russians, he could not see them on the big screen. However, his tech people had routed the feed directly to a tablet that he shared with his DO.
POTUS was strong and indignant about what they had discovered on the Magadan.
Russian President Zima was dismissive at first, saying that this was not a violation of any treaty. Technically, the man was correct. Since Russia had extended the range of this new mobile missile, it did not officially fall within the INF treaty guidelines. Both sides knew this.
Surprisingly, the Russian president changed his posture from nearly combative to increasingly compliant. He would give his submarine a stand-down order if our Navy returned his merchant ship.
The president cut the feed temporarily to discuss with his staff. The secretary of defense agreed that would be the best outcome. Jim Bechtold, Chief of Naval Operations, agreed wholeheartedly with his boss.
When the president pointed to CIA and asked his opinion, Bradford hesitated for a moment. Then he said, “Something isn’t quite right, Mister President.”
“What do you mean?” POTUS asked.
“They’re giving in too easily,” Bradford said.
The vice president shook his head and chimed in, “Because we caught their ass red handed.”
“True,” Bradford agreed. “But I still expected more push back from them. I don’t trust them.”
The president laughed. “Nor do I. What did one of our greatest presidents say? Trust, but verify. I’ll modify that for you and your colleagues: Don’t trust, but verify the shit out of them. We say we’ll stand down also and turn over the missile to them, but we first get a few experts aboard that Russian vessel and check out that weapon.”
Bradford said, “We’ve already coordinated a team with Defense and they’re on their way.”
“Outstanding,” the president said. Then he had his people reengage their connection with the Russians and explained that they would have to wait for a tow to a repair facility. The nearest port that could handle a ship that size was Aruba.
President Zima pushed for a Venezuelan port, knowing that would not be acceptable by the Americans. Bradford could tell the Russian had only tried to do this as a power play.
Finally, both sides agreed on a Dutch port in Aruba, with a Dutch tug towing the Russian ship.
Once the call was cut off, the president started fist bumping with his inner circle. Then POTUS rose and Bradford was almost certain the man had partial wood. Everyone but Bradford and Swanson left the Cabinet Room.
“What the hell just happened?” Bradford asked his operations director.
Sherm shook his head. “Was it just me, or did the president have a partial erection?”
“I was thinking the same thing,” Bradford said. “But I was talking about the Russians. They rolled over like a lazy dog wanting its belly scratched.”
“They’re up to something,” Sherm said.
“Have you heard from our man in the field?” Bradford asked.
“No. Not since we heard he got out of Venezuela.”
Bradford considered their options. “Have our people hold the jet we sent our missile experts on in Aruba. Bring Adams back for a debriefing.”
Sherm nodded agreement. “I’ll bring him to a secondary location.”
“Roger that.”
The director of operations left Bradford alone in the Cabinet Room. Bradford’s mind still reeled with what the Russians were doing. Nothing seemed to make sense. Finally, he shrugged and left the White House.
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Oranjestad, Aruba
The night crossing from Venezuela to Aruba had been an arduous adventure for Karl, since he wasn’t exactly a seasoned sailor. He and Maya had been bounced around in the small fishing vessel, with Maya getting extremely sick and puking up what little she had inside her stomach until she was empty and in dire need of water. But that was the last thing that she wanted.
Alone at the wheel and tracking his course across the dark sea by GPS, Karl had plenty of time to think about what had happened to him in the past week or so. He was sure that the Russians had used him in some way — perhaps with his relationship with Maya. She was working both sides, but Karl wasn’t entirely sure of her true allegiance. He would let the Agency debrief her and discover her motivation. That decision was far above his paygrade.
Since getting to Aruba, he had gotten a few secure encrypted texts from Roddy at the Agency. Roddy told him about the high seas standoff between a Russian sub and a U.S. Navy destroyer. Then there was the SEAL assault on the Russian merchant ship Magadan, where the SEALs had discovered the new SS-20, or whatever designation the U.S. would place on this missile. With this new knowledge, Karl was sure the Russian plan was far more complex than he first thought.
The two of them had checked back into their old hotel, with a room on the fourth floor viewing the pool and the sea to the south. Maya was asleep on the bed, still feeling queasy from the boat ride. So, Karl went into the bathroom and ran the shower while he used his SAT phone to call his Agency contact.
“How is Aruba?” Roddy asked.
“Hot and sticky,” Karl said.
“Where is Maya?”
“Sleeping in the other room.”
“Good. You need to get her to the airport at fourteen-hundred. There’s a Gulfstream waiting to take you back home.”
Karl shook his head. “I can’t be seen getting onto an Agency jet.”
“Seen by whom?” Roddy asked.
“Anyone. I’ll drop her off and fly back commercial.”
“You need to be debriefed.”
“I know. Meet me at my second alternate location.”
Roddy agreed, and then said, “This is probably for the best anyway. She’s been in contact with the Russians.”
Karl figured that much. “Where are they now?”
“We tracked her contact’s phone by GPS to your location. You might want to get out of there.”
He watched the steam rise up from the shower, the mirror completed fogged by now. “No. They still have no idea who I am.”
“Unless she told them,” Roddy reminded Karl.
Smiling to himself, Karl said, “She doesn’t know who I really am. Do you know what she told her Russian contacts?”
“Just her location.”
“Good. Then we’re golden. Text me when they come for me. See you soon.”
“Wait. How do you plan to deal with the Russian officers?”
“I’ll think of something.” Then Karl cut his call short and turned off the shower.
Since the shower was still running, Karl quickly stripped off his clothes and showered. Then he got onto his phone and checked on the flights out of Aruba. Now, his only problem was trying to decide which passport to use. The Russian and Spanish passports were out. He would need to get new ones with those countries. Once he found a good flight, he held off booking it until he got to the airport. How to deal with the Russian officers?
Karl went out into the hotel room naked and checked the door, releasing the security bar. He found new clothes and quickly got dressed. Then he found his gun, and sat in a corner chair in the darkness. Maya slept in the bed in her undergarments. She had not even found the strength to slip under the covers.
His wait was less than an hour. He got a text from Roddy saying they were coming.
The first to enter the room was Sergei Zubov. He was followed closely by his associate, Polina Kotova, who quietly closed the door behind them.
“That’s close enough,” Karl said, startling both of the Russians. He clicked on a floor lamp, exposing himself, along with his gun.
Sergei smiled. “I’m sorry. We saw you come back to the hotel and decided to surprise you for lunch.”
Karl noticed that neither of the Russians had a gun visible. If they were there to kill him and Maya, he guessed they would have silenced guns exposed. He couldn’t let them know that he knew who they were, otherwise they’d know he was more than just an oil company representative. Of course, they had to guess he was an intelligence officer of some sort. Hopefully, Maya had not blown his cover entirely with them. According to Roddy, that had not happened yet.
Keeping his gun aimed at the Russians, Karl gave the pair a skeptical glance. Maya stirred to his left, but had not woken yet.
“Is this some sort of sexual swapping thing?” Karl asked, giving the Russians an out.
“Would that interest you?” Polina asked seductively. She was barely wearing a sun dress, her breasts threatening exposure at any moment.
Shifting his head to the left, Karl said, “I have a girlfriend.”
“Can we dismiss with the games?” Sergei asked. “We know that you are CIA. And we are impressed with what you did in Venezuela.”
Maya startled awake now and sat up in bed. When she saw the Russians, she covered her body with the bedsheet.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Karl said. “We just got back from Bonaire late last night.”
Sergei smiled.
Polina simply stood with her hands on her hips.
But Sergei spoke first. “We know that you are the man from Murmansk. A Spanish exchange student, I believe. Well, I don’t believe.”
This was going nowhere fast, Karl thought. “We’ll have to agree to disagree.”
“We don’t have to be enemies,” Sergei said. “The Cold War is over.”
Karl almost laughed at that notion, especially given the fact that the Russians had just tried to place a nuclear missile within quick range of America. Yet, deep down, Karl knew that this gambit was simply a ruse to see how America would react. And he had played right into their plan. Perhaps a more seasoned officer would have come to this conclusion quicker. Someone like his father. Now, it was what it was. The Russians had played a strong hand, but they had not accomplished their goal.
“I’m not who you think I am,” Karl finally said. “I’m a consultant for the oil industry.”
Sergei kept his eyes on Karl, but Polina’s gaze shifted ever so briefly toward Maya. Her eyes told Karl that Maya would tell them a different story.
“If you are not CIA,” Sergei said, “then why the gun?”
Karl finally lowered his gun to his lap and said, “In America everyone is armed. It’s our God-given right.” He didn’t want to mention that he knew the Russians were also armed, based on the signature of the gun under the man’s flowered shirt, and by the way the woman held her little purse, which was open and ready to draw a small gun.
Sergei simply smiled now. Then he backed up toward the door, which moved Polina to put her hand on the lever. Sergei hesitated before leaving and said, “Nice work. Maybe we’ll meet again.”
Saying nothing, Karl simply glared at the two Russians as they left as quietly as they had entered.
Once they were gone, Maya threw down the covers and got to her feet alongside the bed. “What the hell was that about?” she asked.
He didn’t want to overplay his hand, so he said, “Obviously, the man wants to bone you.” Karl got up and put his gun into its holster at the small of his back.
“You showered. Let me get this salt spray off of me.” Maya took off her bra and slipped out of her panties, dropping both to the floor. Then she slowly went into the bathroom naked.
While the shower ran, he checked in with Roddy again, texting about his encounter with Sergei and Polina.
‘They were simply testing you,’ Roddy texted back.
Karl knew this.
Roddy continued, ‘They don’t have the authorization to kill you.’
‘Good to know,’ Karl texted back.
‘See you soon.’
Moments later, Maya came out naked, her hair wet. She smiled and crawled into bed. “Make love to me.”
He didn’t need much persuasion. After all, this might be the last time they would be together, depending on what the Agency decided to do with her.
Karl got undressed quickly and got into bed with her. They made love slowly, as if they needed to make each movement last a lifetime and neither one of them wanted to forget this moment.
When both were satisfied, they simply held each other, her head against his chest.
An hour later they checked out of the hotel and took a cab downtown. Karl made damn sure they had not been followed by the Russians.
Waiting for them across the street from one of the casinos was Bill Evans from the Curacao consulate, behind the wheel of a white SUV.
Karl took Maya’s bag with him into the back seat, while she got in the front passenger seat.
Bill turned to Karl in the back seat and said, “Obviously, everything went all right. You have something for me?”
Taking out all of his weapons, which could not go with him on his commercial flight, Karl slid them into the attache case. Then he also found Maya’s gun and returned that as well.
“What now?” Maya asked nobody in particular.
“Now, Bill will take you to the airport,” Karl said. “You’re flying back to the States on an Agency jet.”
She turned to Karl. “What about you?”
“I found out this morning that my uncle is sick,” Karl lied. “He’s in the hospital in Denver.”
“I’m so sorry,” Maya said.
“I think his cancer is finally taking him.”
She reached her hand back to him and he squeezed down on her soft skin. He hatted to lie to her, but that was exactly what she had been doing to him since day one when they met in Murmansk months ago. He kissed her hand and then got out of the SUV. Once he closed the door and walked away, he never looked back.
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Charlotte, North Carolina
Karl had tried to sleep on the flight from Aruba to Charlotte, but his mind kept running through what had happened in the past few days. They had caught the Russians playing hide and seek with a nuclear missile. Yet, perhaps that was the problem. Why would they ship just one missile to Venezuela? After all, the facility hidden deep in the jungle could have easily housed at least four missiles on transporter erector launchers. It also looked like they were ready to start building a second storage facility next to the first one. That would have been at least eight missiles. Then those missiles could have been disbursed to even more remote locations, where they required only a small opening in the forest canopy to launch through.
What if this had been a diversion to their real intention? But what could that be?
As soon as Karl touched down in Charlotte and turned his phone back on, a text came through from his father. It simply said, ‘Call me ASAP.’
Karl got off the plane and found an isolated gate. Since it was closing in on midnight, that wasn’t a difficult task.
He called his father and waited.
Jake Adams answered, “Save the world yet, son?”
“Maybe,” Karl responded. “What’s up?”
“When I found out you were heading to North Carolina, I knew I needed to get in touch with you.”
“About?”
“Your mother.”
“My real mother or my aunt?”
“Your real mother. Toni Contardo.”
He was too tired to deal with this. “Okay. What about her?”
“She left something for you.”
“I’m too old for a puppy.”
“I see you got my smartass gene,” Jake said. “You’ll get a text in a few seconds with GPS coordinates. Go there.”
Sure enough. A text came through and Karl could tell from the coordinates that the location wasn’t that far from Charlotte. He clicked on the GPS numbers and it brought him to a map.
“It looks like the middle of nowhere,” Karl said.
“It’s not. But you can see it from there. I’ve only been there once. Years ago. I’m the only other person who knows about this place. It’s completely paid for, and the taxes and upkeep are paid through a trust administered out of Belize.”
“What is it?” Karl asked.
“A cabin. A retreat.”
Another text came through and Karl looked at it. This one was from his Agency contact, Roddy, asking where he was.
“I’ve got to go, dad,” Karl said.
“I know. Your Agency contact is outside of security. Roddy will want to debrief you on everything that happened in Venezuela and elsewhere. Which is the main reason I called you. Make sure you just give the basic facts. Omission is only a lapse in memory, not a lie. In other words, the Agency doesn’t need to know everything.”
Karl lowered his voice and said, “You want me to lie to the Agency?”
Jake laughed. “Are you serious? Did they tell you about that double agent in Murmansk?”
How in the hell did his father know all of this?
“You seem to have all the answers, dad.”
“I know enough to know that you can’t trust everyone at the Agency. Not everyone wants you to succeed, son.” Jake hesitated and then added, “Call me if you need anything. But go to your mother’s cabin pronto. My guess is she left you something other than just the cabin.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Take it easy.”
His father hung up and Karl stared at the phone. Then he sent a text to Roddy saying he was on his way.
Although he had talked with his contact at the Agency and texted him a number of times in the past few months, he had not seen Roddy since just before he left for Murmansk.
The two of them shook hands briefly. Then Roddy shifted his head toward the exit door and Karl followed him out to a waiting black SUV limo. They both got in the back and the driver immediately pulled away from the curb.
Roddy started off by asking Karl to detail his actions, from Russia to Venezuela.
Taking his father’s words seriously, Karl explained what had happened. He left out the intimate details about his relationship with Maya. And he even left out the part about the two men they had been forced to kill on that Venezuelan fishing pier.
“Tell me about Maya,” Roddy said.
“What about her?”
“Can she be trusted going forward?”
That was a damn good question, and one Karl had been asking himself ever since he found out she was a double agent. “I don’t know,” Karl said. “Maybe after some intense rehabilitation. What do the Russians have for leverage?”
“Not much, but maybe a lot. Cousins in Russia. But she said they would kill her mother if she didn’t comply.”
“That could be a lie,” Karl said.
“We know that.”
Karl considered Maya very carefully now. “If she wants to continue, I would let her do so. But the next person to work with her should know she’s working both sides.”
“Would that have helped you in some way if you knew in Murmansk?” Roddy asked.
Another damn good question. “Maybe not. But I think more information is always better than piecemeal.”
Roddy stared at him intently now. “Then why didn’t you tell me about the Venezuelan intel officers you had to kill on that fishing pier?”
Without reacting, Karl said, “Right. I haven’t really slept in days.” He had to guess that Maya had already briefed Roddy on that incident.
They went around and around, both literally in the SUV and with the debriefing. Roddy was good at his job, Karl discovered.
“Now what?” Karl asked.
“Now, you take a week off to decompress,” Roddy said.
“I mean after that.”
Roddy shrugged. “The Director has something special planned for you.”
“Such as?”
By now the SUV had pulled back around to the arrivals area of the Charlotte airport, nudging up against the curb and stopping.
“You’ll get your orders directly from the Director,” Roddy assured Karl.
“I need to stay away from Langley,” Karl said.
“We agree. Bradford will call you on your SAT phone and explain what he has for you.”
Karl nodded and took that as his que to get out. He stepped out onto the curb and leaned back into the SUV. “Will we be working together again?”
“That’s up to the Director,” Roddy said.
“Right.”
“Take it easy, Karl.”
He closed the door and watched the SUV pull away. Karl was too tired to contemplate what he had just been told. He didn’t even want to guess what the Director had planned for his young ass. But if it was anything like the past week, he was in for an interesting life.
Blue Ridge Mountains, North Carolina
After resting at a hotel by the Charlotte airport until the next day, Karl rented a Jeep and drove northwest toward the location his father had given him. His father had also given Karl a four-digit code to get past an outer perimeter gate along a remote trail. To anyone traveling by this area on the remote highway, this entrance would look like nothing more than an overgrown entrance to a lumber operation. The driveway itself was starting to get overrun by brush on both sides.
As Karl drove along the ridge toward the cabin, he could easily see why his mother had chosen the place. The cabin ahead sat on the precipice of a finger ridge with a view in nearly every direction. Karl guessed that what he was seeing of the Blue Ridge Mountains included a view of Tennessee.
The view was stunning.
He parked out front, got out, and took in the vista for a moment. The cabin itself wasn’t overly impressive from the outside, but once he found the hidden key and got inside, he became more impressed. The log structure was broken up in the living room by the river rock fireplace. A modest kitchen looked out the back, with a view of the mountains through overgrown trees.
A chill ran through Karl when he thought of his real mother coming here from her stressful life to find solace. He imagined her sitting on the leather sofa sipping a glass of red wine, or reading a book. There would be no distractions here.
His phone suddenly buzzed, and he realized immediately that even this isolated location could not hide from satellites overhead.
Seeing who was calling, Karl clicked on and said, “Yeah.”
“You made it,” his father said.
“Are you going to keep on tracking my SAT phone? I thought these things were supposed to be encrypted and untraceable?”
Jake Adams laughed. “They are for most people. But it’s not like I’m watching you have sex with your girlfriend. Trust me, you might need my help someday.”
Karl was almost certain of that fact.
“What do you think of the place?”
“It’s pretty cool,” Karl said.
“The only electric is the generator, but you can go all green and add solar if you like. The roof could use an overhaul, so you could add the solar roof with a power wall.”
“Look at you,” Karl said. “Keeping up with technology.”
“You’re not too old for me to slap the shit out of you,” Jake said.
Karl understood that, as well. His father could be a scary guy.
“Anyway,” Jake said, “To the side of the kitchen there are two doors. Check them out.”
He went and looked into the first one and found a pantry, which was stocked with food in sealed bins.
“A pantry,” Karl said.
“The other one.”
Karl opened the next door and it went nowhere. Instead, he was faced with a massive gun safe with a keypad.
As if he knew what Karl was thinking, his father said, “The code is the same as the one for the outer gate. Go ahead and open it.”
Punching in the code, Karl heard an audible click, so he turned the large handle. Inside was a large selection of guns, from submachine guns to scoped rifles. On the inside of the door was a bunch of handguns. There were also stacks of documents and passports. These were her mother’s old personas. He opened a few of the passports and saw an image of Toni Contardo at various ages in her life. She had been a beautiful woman, he realized.
Now he found an envelope addressed to him.
“You still there, kid?” his father asked.
“Yeah. My mom left me a letter.”
“What else did she leave you?”
“Mostly guns and passports.” Then Karl opened a small box on one of the shelves and added, “And cash.”
“Makes sense,” Jake said. “You’ll need to maintain this stash. And tell no one about this place.”
“Do you have a place like this?” Karl asked.
Jake laughed. “I’ve got crap stashed all over the world.”
“Paranoid much?”
“Prepared, son.” Jake hesitated. “I’ve got to go. Heading out fishing.”
“Thanks, dad.”
“Thank your mother.”
The line went blank and Karl looked at the envelope his mother had addressed to him. He wandered back to the living room area and sat down on the leather sofa. Then he opened the envelope and started to read his mother’s letter to him.
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